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INTRODUCTION
What is Lutheranism?

What does it mean to be a Lutheran?

These

questions have perplexed non-Lutherans and Lutherans alike who have observed the Lutheran church in the United Stat-es and throughout the
world "split :Into a confusing plethora of territorial churches and
synods. 111 While calling themselves Lutheran, why are they unable to
have fellowship with each other? What are the different definitions of
Lutheranism.?

The importance of this question about Lutheran identity

can be seen in its wider, practical implications for the spiritual life
of the church.

It affects how Lutherans define their relationship to

other Christian denominations as well as between the various Lutheran
synods.

It provides direction to Lutherans as they interpret their

understanding of the mission and ministry of the church.

And it af-

fects the emphases and priorities they give to the pastoral ministry.
This question, however, is neither unique nor new for Lutherans in the
twentieth century.
Historically, Lutherans have found it necessary, from time to
time to define and defend what it meant to be Lutheran.
Eck published his 404 Articles in which he classified the Lutheran faith
as being in the same category as the Sacramentarians, the fanatical
1Robert Preus, Getting into The Theology of Concord: A Study
of the Book of Concord (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1977)
P• 7.
1

2

sects and most heretics of the ancient church.

This led the Lutherans,

who were making preparations for the Diet of Augsburg, to change their
Apologia, a_ discussion on the abuses within the church of their day to
a Confession, a declaration and proclamation of their faith.

In the

Augsburg Confession the Reformers defined and defended Lutheranism
over against Roman Catholicism and Reformed Protestantism.

Fifty

years later many within the church could no longer discern the differences between Lutheran and Reformed doctrine on such points as the
Freedom of the Will, the Lord's Supper and Christology.

In the Formula

of Concord Lutherans again defended the Augustana's definition of what
it meant to be a Lutheran.
During the nineteenth century the task of defining what it means
to be Lutheran became an especially acute, though by no means unique,
problem for Lutherans in the United States.

In America, however,

Lutheranism found itself in the position of having to acclimate itself
to a different cultural, political and social environment.

In addition

Lutherans had to define their relationship to the plurality of religious bodies around them.

Religion in nineteenth century America

largely had been shaped by latitudinarianism in doctrine and practice,
emotionalism, as a result of an emphasis on elq>erience in Puritanism
and Pf.etism which resulted in American revivalism, "the exuberance of
the young nation, born of political independence and of economic aggressiveness," the disappearance of "state-support and state-favoritism in
religion," and the pressure "for conmon endeavor among Christians in
the task of winning the vast, rootless, mobile, ninety per cent

3

unchurched populace. 112 Why should they maintain their distinct and
independent existence instead of entering into a closer identification
and cooperation with American Protestantism?
In some respects, the problems faced by Lutherans were a reflection and a ma&t1ification of the theological struggles encountered by
the churches in Germany.

There Lutherans had to confront a modern

world that was increasingly dechristianized and independent of the
church.

These trends were accompanied by the "development of educa-

tion, of the intellectual and cultural life generally, and of commerce
and science, independent of any concern of the church. 113 The Lutheran
church in Germany had to grapple with the impact of the Enlightenment
and, later, the enforced union of the Lutheran and Reformed traditions.
The Enlightenment made reason the final arbiter in matters of faith and
doctrine and eviscerated the essential teachings of the .Christian faith •

•

One of the lasting effects of the Enlightenment was the rise and development of the higher critical method.

Historians and Biblical scholams

sought to model their work on the prec·ise methodology of the natural and
mathematical sciences.

The nineteenth century made "histo~ical criticism

2Robert R. Fischer, "The Confessionalism of American Lutheran
Church Bodies of German Background," The Church and the Confessions:
The Role of the Confessions in the Life and Doctrine of thei.Lutheran
Churches, Vilmos Vajta and Hans Weissgerber, eds. (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1963), p. 74. For a thorough treatment of the impact
of American influences on Lutheranism see Paul W. Spaude, The
Lutheran Church Under American Influence: A Histor~co-philosphical
Interpretation of the Church in Its Relation to Vari~us Modifying
Forces in the United States (Burlington, IA: The Lutheran Literary
Board, 1943).
3claude Welch, Protestant Thought in the Nineteenth Century,
Volume I 1 1799-1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972), p. 191.

4

the approved method of interpretaion. 114

The other factor was the so-

called "Prussian Union," which surrendered "the Sacrament and thus the
Lutheran Confessions and Church to a government-enforced church union
with the Calvinists. 115 Why should Lutherans oppose such a union in
order to better combat the destructive elements of rationalistic
thought?
In the face of these forces and factors confronting Lutherans on
two continents, Lutherans in America struggled to define what it meant
to be "confessional," or 11 ~utheran" along with its practical implications.

In many ways, the endeavor to define what it meant to be a

Lutheran became a struggle for the history and heritage of the Lutheran
church.

Those who could firmly plant themselves upon the history of

Lutheranism could best claim to be the manifestation of true Lutheranism
in America.

Thus, in seeking to find and define their identity as

Lutherans, they turned for support and guidance to the age of the Reformation.

More specifically, they turned to the history and theology

of those writings which first distinguished and identified the Lutheran
church, ·the Lutheran Confessions.

The doctrinal struggles among Ameri-

can Lutherans, even more than those experienced by European Lutherans,
revolved around these confessional writings of the sixteenth century.
Epithets like 'symbolist,' 'anti-symbolist,' ·' hypersymbolist,'
'open counterfeiters,' 'theological proletarians,' 'croaking Old
Lutherans,' 'reckless innovators,' 'enthusiasts,' 'moth-eaten
symbolists,' 'wolves in sheep's clothing,' and 'dead formalists'
reflect how zealously, and also how bitterly, the Lutherans
4Edgar Krentz, The Historical~Critical Method (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1975), p. 30.
S1eurt E. Marquart, Anato~y of an Explosion, Missouri in Lutheran
Perspective (Fort Wayne, IN: Concordia Theological Press, 1977), p. 5.
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contended for one or another kind of confessional platform.6
With the onset of this confessional revival there arose a renewed
interest in the study and appropriation of Lutheran Confessions.

In

the debate to define Lutheran identity, most Lutherans were willing to
acknowledge that the Lutheran Confessions, especially the Augsburg
Confession, had some role in defining Lutheranism.

In order to understand the doctrinal .debates and the various
confessional platforms set forth as the definition and unifying platform
of Lutheranism, it is helpful to arrive at an understanding of the attitudes with which they approached the Lutheran Confessions.

However, to

accomplish this, it is not enough simply to examine the official confessional statements of the various Lutherans synods.

It has been ob-

served that numerous Lutheran synods in the nineteenth century
incorporated into their official constitutions a reference to all of
the symbolical writings of the Lutheran church yet were unable to unite
with one another.

The answer may lie in the attitudes with which they

approached the Confessions.

Nor would it appear sufficient to examine

the issues from the standpoint of whether these synods required a quia
or a quatenas subscription.

By the mid-nineteenth century, it was

generally recognized that any meaningful subscription mµst be quia; that
is, one accepts the confessions because they agree with Scripture.

The

question that Lutherans sought to answer was the extent to which a quia
subscription applied to the confessions.

How much of its content must

6Theodore G. Tappert, "The Symbols of the Church," What Lutherans are Thinking: A Symposium on Lutheran Faith and Life, E. C.
Fendt, ed. (Columbus, OH: Wartburg Publishing House, 1947).

6

be included in a guia subscription?

How one answered this question

determined how they defined what it meant to be Lutheran.
The years 1830-1930, the period between the tricentennial to
the quadricentennial of the Augsburg Confession, witnessed a burgeoning
growth in the publications, journals, and books on the histories,
theologies, and general interpretations of the Lutheran Confessions.
These publications, scholarly studies and interpretations provide an important key by which one may better understand the attitudes and values
with which Lutherans approached the task of defining Lutheran identity
according to their confessional writings.

By treating the history and

theology of the Confessions the scholarly studies of the Lutheran Confessions during the nineteenth century combine to provide a thorough

and

:m

depth look at the many and varied aspects Lutheranism.
A number of scholars have attempted to identify and define

the various attitudes and concerns with which Lutherans approached the
task of interpret_ing and applying the confessions within the church
during the nineteenth century.

In "Symbols of the Church," Theodore

G. Tappert identified four basic attitudes toward the confessions which
were personified in the men John August Probst, Samuel Simon Schmucker,

c.

F.

w.

Walther and George M. Grossmann. 7 Probst, a pastor near

Easton, Pennsylvania, advocated the abandonment of all creeds and confessions since they were obsolete and only of historical value.

Unwill-

ing to go to the extreme of Probst, Schmucker, the leading proponent of
an ~~#\merican Lutheranism," proposed "not abandonment, but revision" of
the Confessions.

He sought to establish a modified and reduced version

7Tappert, "Symbols of the Church," pp. 345-49.

7
•

of the Augsburg Confession as the basis of the Lutheran church.

At the

other end of the spectrum, Walther, the theological leader of the Missouri Synod, advocated that the entire body of symbolical writings was
li~erally binding in its doctrinal content.

Finally, Grossmann, the

first president of the Iowa Synod, also stressed the authority of the
confessions, but insisted that they must be interpreted "historically"
and "practically" rather than "dogmatically."

Tappert rejected each of

these attitudes in their nineteenth century form as viable options for
the twentieth century.

He does however, seem- to favor a modified "his-

torical" approach in the tradition of Grossmann and the Iowa Synod.
Another scholar, John H. Tietjen addresses the question of confessional attitudes indirectly in his work, Which Way to Lutheran Unity'l
A History of Efforts to Unite Lutherans in America. 8 His study identifies three basic approaches to Lutheran·unity which reflect Lutheran
attitudes toward the Lutheran Confessions.

These three approaches fall

along the lines of the three main groupings of Lutherans during the · ·. ·.
nineteenth century.

The first is that of the General Synod which pro-

posed, the way of "Inclusive Confederation."

They advocated a unity on

the basis of a loose allegiance to the Augsburg Confession.

The second,

set forth by the General Council, was the way of "-C onfessional Subscription."

Tietjen interprets this approach as requiring a subscrip-

tion only to the documents of the confessions, but not necessarily
requiring uniformity in the interpretation of the doctrines in those
8John T~etjen, Which Way to Lutheran Unity? A History of
Efforts to Unite Lutherans in America (St. Louis: Clayton Publishing
Bouse, 1974).
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documents. 9

Tietjen favors this as the best model for Lutheran unity

efforts in the twentieth century.

The third approach was that of the

Synodical Conference, the way of "Unity in Doctrine and Practice."
Tietjen regarded their requirement of unity in all doctrines and practice as going beyond the requirements of the confessions themselves.
While all of these studies are valuable in their own right, they
are at the same time somewhat incomplete as an exploration of the attitudes of Lutherans toward the Lutheran Confessions.

While Tappert

identifies four predominant attitudes, be does not mention the confessional attitude of the General Council.

Yet, the writings and studies

on the confessions by the leaders of the General Council had a major
impact upon Lutheranism in America.

Similarly, Tietjen offers valuable

insights into the three major efforts toward Lutheran unity, but does
not include the approach advanced by the Iowa Synod which would play an
important role in the formation of the American Lutheran Church.

A

comprehensive examination of the dominant attitudes would require a
study of the major writings and publications concerning the Confessions
during the nineteenth century.
Generally speaking, the major scholarly studies of the history
and theology of the Lutheran Confessions between 1830 and 1930 reflect
four sharply diverging approaches and attitudes toward the Lutheran
9This, however, was not an accurate description of the General
Council. They did insist in their Fundamental Principles of Faith and
Polity that Lutherans must accept and understand the doctrine of the
confessions in one and the same sense. They also acknowledged that their
practice must be brought into conformity with its stated principles. In
reality they were unable to accomplish this as fast as others would have
liked. See Marquart, pp. 28-33 for an analysis of Tietjen's thesis in
his book, Which Way to Lutheran Unity'l

9

Confessions.

Without risk of oversimplification, it may be said that

Lutherans interpreted the Lutheran Confessions ecumenically, confessionally, historically, and doctrinally.

These attitudes were gener-

ally personified by the men who represented the positions of the General Synod, the General Council, the Iowa Synod, and the Missouri Synod
respectively.

There were times, however, when these attitudes over-

lapped the synodical ~orders and certain elements or emphases were
shared by men belonging to different Lutheran bodies.
Those who approached the confessions "ecumenically" focused on
the catholicity of the Augsburg Confession.

They regarded it as the

best document, in spite of its need for some revision, for defining
the relationship of Lutherans to other Protestants.

Those who approached

the symbolical writings "confessionally" stressed the need for the Lutheran church of the nineteenth century to confess its distinctive
teachings over against non-Lutheran Protestantism. 10 The keystone of
the men who approached the confessions "docttinally" was their identification of the doctrinal content of the Confessions with the decisions
of Scripture.

Finally, those who approached the confessions ''histori-

cally" defined Lutheranism according to the. solutions given on the controverted articles during the sixteenth century.
A fifth attitude toward the Lutheran Confessions could be included in a study such as this, namely, that of John Probst who propo.sed
lOThus, in this study the attitude classified as "confessional"
refers to the way in which the General Coupcil approached the confes-- ·. .
sions, it does not define it in the manner defined by Tietjen under the
heading "Confessional Subscription." Thu study will argue that the
"confessional" attitude of the General Council maintained that one must
confess and hold to ~ot only the documents in an external fashion, but
must believe, hold, and defend the distinctively Lutheran doctrines of
those documents.

10

the abandonment of the Lutheran Confessions.

Tappert points out that

the problem with Probst's approach is that it assumes the contemporaneity of the apostolic church of the New Testament and overlooks the
"chasm of the centuries which separate us. 1111

It also amounts to a

denial of the continued activity and guidance of
. the Holy Spirit.

Ac-

cording to Tappert, Probst forgot the dictum, "The Bible is God's confession to us, not our confession to God.

The church needs a confession

in which it professes its own faith before God. 1112 However, since this
attitude did not find a broad and lasting expression among the majority

.

of Lutherans during the nineteenth century it will not be included in
this stu~y which will focus on the major scholarly studies and interpretations of the Confessions written :In America between 1830 and 1930.

In order to demonstrate the degree of impact that the attitudes
of Lutherans toward their confessional writings had on the church of
the nineteenth century, three distinct aspects of the scholarly writings will be examined.

First, the attitude toward the subscription and

application of the Confessions within the church will be examined.

This

will include both private writings and official chu~ch declarations.
Secondly, the histories of the Confessions written by Lutherans necessarily focused on specific aspects to the exclusion of other elements.
In that selectivity and interpretation is conveyed a particular attitude
and value.

Finally, the emphases and the ways in which the theology of

the Confessions was explicated provide further insight into the dominant
attitudes tQWard the Confessions and the doctrinal controversies of the
l~Tappert, PP• 349-50.
12Ibid. , p .. 350.
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day.

By examining these three aspects, it is hoped tQ&t the dom:lnant

attitudes with which Lutherans. approached the Confessions may be brought
to the fore.

CHAPTER ONE

THE ECUMENICAL APPROACH
The ecumenical movement is sometimes regarded as one of the distinguishing phenomena of Christianity in the twentieth century, yet its
Lutheran roots may be traced back to the early nineteenth century.

The

Prussian Union of 1817 in which King Frederick Wilhelm III brought together the Lutheran and Reformed churches was reflected in similar attempts made in the United States.

With the formation of the General

Synod in 1820, Gottlieb Shober, a Moravian Lutheran, and other leaders
of the General Synod sought to unite the many Lutherans in America and
to work towards developing closer relations with other Protestants living around them.

One early venture was an overture to establish a joint

seminary with their German Reformed brethren.

To accomplish their goal,

they sought to deemphasize the confessional distinctiveness of Lutheranism in order to build a Protestant church upon a common basis.

They

sought to retain the essential principles and identity of Lutheranism
by reducing Lutheran theology to its most basic and fundamental teachings.

Though the representatives of the ecumenical approach ultimately

restricted and limited the extent to which the Lutheran Confessions defined Lutheran identity and integrity, they did not seek to abandon
their Lutheran heritage, but to apply it to their unique American
environment and culture.

12

13
Ecumenical Attitude
The advocates of the "ecumenical approach" include scholars from
both the Lutheran and Reformed tradition••

Among the Lutherans, the

foremost proponent of this approach was Samuel Simon Schmucker (17991873).

In the history of American Lutheranism his name is "indelibly

linked with the rise and development of an indigenous type of Lutheranism later known as '.American Lutheranism. 1111

This form of Luther-

anism was characterized by a methodist theology, a desire to move away
from traditional Lutheranism, and hopes of rapprochement with other
Protestants.

Perhaps the greatest theologian of this approach during

the days of Schmucker was Samuel Sprecher (1810-1906).

After the near

universal rejection of the Definite Synodical Platform in 1855,
Schmucker's American Lutheranism began to lose ground to a consistent
conservative confessionalism.

Nevertheless, several men continued to

advocate Schmucker's approach to the Lutheran Confessions and sought to
hold back the rising tide of conservatism.
were J. H.

w.

Most notable of these men

Stuckenberg (183S-1903), a pastor who served a number of

parishes before accepting professorship at Wittenberg College and, J.
W. Richard (1843-1909), a professor at Gettysburg Seminary.

A confes-

sional scholar not from the Lutheran ranks was Philip Schaff, whose
sympathies concerning the Lutheran confessions lay with the representatives of the ecumenical approach.
Origin of the Ecumenical Approach
From the moment of its formation in 1820, the General Synod
lvergilius Ferm, "The Lutheran Church in America," The American
Church of the Protestant Heritage, Vergilius. Ferm, ed. (New York:
Philosophical Library, 1953), p. 34.

14
sought to promote a general unity among the various Protestant denominations in America.

Distanced by less than half a century from the Revolu-

tionary War, these Lutheran leaders bad fully imbibed the spirit and
principles of the new nation.

Freed from the shackles of a state church

and having become acclimated to a climate of religious freedom, American
Lutherans found it necessary to live at peace with their neighbors, many
of whom were frequently of a different denomination.

Since the constitu-

tion granted every religion an equal footing, a plurality of religious
viewpoints circulated in society.

This led to the desire of many Protes-

tants to focus on their common faith and teaching rather than upon their
distinctive beliefs and doctrines.
By the dawn of the nineteenth century, Lutherans began to deemphasize the distinctive teachings of their symholicalwritings.

Beginning

in 1792, official m~tion of them was quietly dropped or omitted from

church constitutions.

Schmucker approved of this gradual abandonment of

the confessions as a sign of progress toward a uniquely American Lutheranism and Christianity--with the emphasis on "American." He regarded
such a change as consistent with the principles of the Reformation and
the practice of Luther.

When Luther received bis Doctor's degree, he

bound himself voluntarily to teach according to the church.

But he re-

nounced that vow when he became the leader of the Reformation.

This pre-

cedent established the practice for Lutherans to follow in the nineteenth
century.

In~ age and country where a particular religious tradition is

not mandated by the state, "ecclesiastical obligations are voluntary and
personal; and not .either hereditary or compulsory. 112
2samuel Simon Schmucker, "The Doctrinal Basis and Ecclesiastical

15
While Protestant denominations moved steadily toward the development of a generic Prot·e stantism, an increasing number of people grew
disenchanted with the direction tlie church bad taken.

They desired to

build a new church in America on its historic foundation.

When the Gen-

eral Synod was founded in 1820, it immediately encountered stiff and.-vocal
resistance from a small group of people who later·formed the Tennessee
Synod.

David Henkel, their leader, charged that the General Synod had

forsaken its Lutheran heritage and denied its Lutheran identity by including no explicit confessional reference within its constitution.
Schmucker denied that abandoning the practice of requiring subscription to the symbols necessarily removed it from its historic basis.
The omission of a confessional reference did not, Schmucker insisted,
constitute a rejection of the Augsburg Confession.
was that Henkel and the Tennessee Synod wanted more.

The problem, however,
They "confessedly

received every··thing found within the lids of the Ooncordienbuch. 113
Schmucker critically noted that the Tennessee Conference was the only
Lutheran synod in the country at the time which received the Augsburg
Confession without reservation--yet they claimed that those who did not,
could not justly be called Lutheran.
Schmucker held Henkel in low esteem both as a leader and as a
theologian.

Bis analysis is instructive.

Position of the American Lutheran Church," The American J.utheran Church,
Historically, Doctrinally, and Practically Delineated in Several Occasional Discourses (Philadelphia: E.W. Miller, Banstead Place, 18S2),
p. 189.
3Ibid., p. 215.
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The [Tennessee Synod] chose as a leader an individual by the name
of '(David) Henkel, (hence they are called Benkelites,) a weak and
illiterate man, whose ground of dissent, as far as can be gathered
from the crude, visionary and infJsmmatory publications, •••
was that the Evangelical Church had departed from the true doctrines
of the Rfformation, which he and his church had attempted to
restore.
Sclulmcker argued that adherence to Lutheran principles, not adherence to
Lutheran Symbols, makes one Lutheran.
Bas the American church then ceased to be Lutheran because she does
not subscribe to the Augsburg Confession and other symbolical books?
God forbidl for then would she have denied the truth that Luther
revived and confessed vis, the Bible as the only infallible exposition of God's will and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ, as the sole
ground of justification.5
Schmucker sought to reduce the distinctiveness of Lutheran identity to
the formal and material principles of the Reformation.
Schmucker regarded the doctrinal position of Henkel as both
Romanist ·and outdated.

The specific critic.ism leveled against Henkel

dealt with the distinctive Lutheran doctrines of confession and absolution, b•ptismal regeneration and the Lord's Supper to which he adhered.
Schmucker held that the position adopted by Henkel and the Tennessee
Synod focused on the peculiarities of Lutheranism, which were either
"misapprehensions of the Augsburg Confession," or were "remnants of
Romanism, retained indeed in the Confession," but are universally rejected by the church in the present age. 116
4Ibid., p. 216.

5Ibid., p. 213.

6rbid., p. 219. Tietjen points out that the theological differences were not the main cause of separation,- but major personal differences was the major reason for opposition to the General Synod. John H.
Tietjen, Which Way to Lutheran Unity? A History of Efforts to Unite the
Lutherans of America (St. Louis: Clayton Publishing Rouse, 1973), p.
36, footnote 5.
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Emphasize What All Protestans Rold in CODDDOn
Those who adopted an ecumenical approach to the Lutheran Confessions focused their attention not upon the distinctive teachings of the
Lutheran Confessions, but upon those doctrines which were held in common by most Protestant denominations.

According to Schmucker, the Con-

fessions contain the principal points of doctrine which, with few
variations, "are held in coDDllOn by all the so-called orthodox churches."7
Re refertted to these as the "fundamental" teachings of the Christian
faith.

Schmucker limited the principal points to the doctrines of the

Trinity, the divinity of Christ, the depravity of lnnnan race, the atonement, justification by faith, good works, the Ministerial office, the
means of grace, and the future judgment. 8
Like Schmucker, Sprecher·believed that Lutheranism should not
spend "all its energies upon the peculiarities which distinguish the
Lutheran Church as an organism from others. 119

Instead it should "waive

or subordinate all that which bas separated the Lu~eran Church from
the reformed Churches without touching the great centre of her life. 1110
71n recent years a s1m1J~r approach, though not quite as radical
as that proposed by Schmucker, has been called the reductionist approach. See Robert Preus, "Confessional Subscription," Evangelical
Directions for the Lutheran Church, Erich Kiehl and Waldo ··3. Werning,
eds. (Chicago: Lutheran Congress, 1970), pp. 44, 45.
Bsamuel Simon Schmucker, "Portraiture of Lutheranism," The
American Lutheran Church Historical! Doctrinall
and Practicall
Delineated in Several Occasional Discourses Philadelphia: E.W. Miller,
Ranstead Place, 1852), pp. 51, 52.
9samuel Sprecher, The Groundwork of a System of Evangelical
Lutheran Theology (Philadelphia: Lutheran Publication Society, 1879),
p. 468.
101bid., p. 470.
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Sprecher argued that Lutherans must concentrate on the fundamentals,
those which deal most directly with the central point of the Christian
faith, that is, Christ, who pertains most to the central principle of
justification by faith.
To justifying faith, the Scriptures present Christ as the central
point of all revealed truth, and represent the fundamental or nonfundamental character of their doctrines according to their mediate
or immediate connection with this central point • • • • Their relative importance is determined by their near or distant relation to
the great central life of Christ.11
Sprecher held that not everything in the Bible is of equal importance;
some doctrines were clearly subordinate to others.

Lutheranism should

not concentrate :its energies on them, but upon ·the life-giving principles
and fundamentals which the church espoused during the Reformation.
The General Synod feared that by burdening their people with
excessive doctrines, especially concerning more insignificant points, it
would hinder, hide, and remove the central principle _.of Lutheranism,
that of justification through faith.

More specifically, they feared

that by elevating all of the doctrines of Lutheranism to the same importance or to regard them as binding they would remove the doctrine of·~the
"fact" of justification from the experience of justification.

They

held that concern over pure doctrine threatens to turn a religion of
the heart into a religion of the head, a religion of experience into a
religion of speculation.
Christianity.
Wycliffites.

This would result in a sterile form of

Historically, Sprecher felt this is what happened to the
They became mere bib1·1c·1ats.. The Reformation adopted

their emphasis on the Bible but added the principle of a "personal,
111bid., p. 37.

conscious assurance of salvation. 1112

The Wycliffites failed to distin-

guish between the "special inner conscious assurance in personal ex-

perience of the power of the Word" and the "objective certainty of the
Sacred Scriptures. 1113
This view of history, doctrine and piety led Schmucker to focus
exclusively upon the Augsburg Confession.

Only the Augsburg Confession

could be called THE confession of the Lutheran Church.

It alone pro-

vided the best basis for the bringing about the unity of Protestants.
The Augsburg confession had been adopted by a major part of the P~otestants in Europe and had been for more than three centuries the universal
symbol of Lutheranism and therefore should continue as the only one
which identifies Lutheranism. 14

Following Schmucker's lead, Sprecher

asserted,
We consider our Creed, just as it is, the best in Christendom • • •
and while we think that the forms of some of our doctrines need explanation anew, in the light of the Scriptures and the past experience of the Church--and even modification--we do believe them to be
capable of such evangelical interpretation without affecting the
substance of them, or destroying the integrity of the system to
which they belong.15
Even while accepting the Augsburg Confession, Schmucker and Sprecher
pointed out that it contained errors in some minor points of doctrine
which must now be rejected by the church.

Thus, they found it necessary

to limit the extent to which the Augustana defined Lutheranism to the
fundamental doctrines of Protestantism.
12tbid., p. 128.

The General Synod held that
13tbid., p. 129.

14Samuel Simon Schmucker, Elements of Popular Theology (Andover,
MA: Gold and Newmand, 1834), p. 50.
lSsprecher, The Groundwork of a System, p. 454.
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this would show that the Lutheran Church was an inclusive church reaching out to embrace others.
While he acknowledged that not only the Augsburg Confession,
but also the Apology, the Smalcald Articles, and Luther~s Catechisms
have been employed by some Lutherans as symbols of their faith,16
Schmucker objected to including these remaining symbolical writings
within the confessional pledge.
For American Lutheranism, as represented :In the General Synod, cannot with truth be represented as a creedless system; on the contrary,
it adheres to the fundamentals of the gospel as taught in the Augsburg Confession, whilst it refuses to acknowledge as binding, the
other books, however much they may be valued by many amongst us,
as theological productions.17
He rejected the claim of the Tennessee Synod that a pledge to the Augsburg Confession binds its subscribers to all of the doctrines taught
in the remaining symbols.

"This opinion is utterly unfounded.

Nor can

any authority be adduced for it. 1118
Schmucker held that the more detailed a creed or confession became, the more disruptive to the unity of the church it became.

No-

where was this more evident than in the history of the Formula of
Concord.

The problem of the formulators, however, "the proton pseudos,

the radical error, of the ultra-Lutherans on this point, is this, that
they lose sight of the difference between generic and specific
truths. 1119

Schmucker asserted that the more general the truth, the more

agreement one finds.

The more specifically the truths are stated and

16schmucker, ·" Portraiture of Lutheranism," p. 50.
17schmucker, "Doctrinal Basis of the American Lutheran Church,"
p. 172.

18tbid., p. 177.

19 Ibid., p. 179.
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the more the minor relations are expounded, the more disagreement and
disunity are brought about.

Too much detail results in endless dis-

sension and strife in the church. 20
Schmucker felt that history supported him on this point.

All

Christians accept the generic truths of the Apostle's Creed, but they
disagree on the specific doctrines of the Lutheran Confessions, the
Heidelberg Catechism, and the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of
England.

Schmucker argued that our minds have more difficulty in grasp-

ing the minor relations and implications of doctrine than the cardinal
truths of Christianity.

"The grand reason of this fact is, that these

minor circumstances and relations are less clearly revealed in scripture, and in some instances, are mere human inferences from what is
revealed. •

• •

1121

Consistent with bis attitude toward the confessions

Schmucker believed that immense evils have resulted from "the rigid
requisition of extensive and detailed creeds. 1122

If the early Pro-

testants had selected the few fundamental doctrines necessary for
the Christian faith, Schmucker felt that they would have been spared
many dissensions later in history.
This view that detailed and explicit confessions caused harmful effects within the church persisted within the General Synod for
more than half a century.

Of all the Lutheran Confessions, the Augs-

burg Confession was considered the bes_t suited as an identifying symbol.
It was the briefest and the most widely accepted.
20 schmucker, "Portraiture of Lutheranism," p. 68.
21Ibid.

22 schmucker, Elements of Popular Theology, p. SO.
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The.".Augsburg Confession has become, and it alone is fitted to be,
the one sole identifying Lutheran symbol. It made, marks and defines the Lutheran Church as such. Other Confessions, superimposed
upon it, have bound together families of Lutherans,·. but have at the
same time separated them from other Lutherans. Hence the Augsburg
Confession stands for Lutheran catholicity; other Confessions having a Lutheran name, stand for Lutheran particularity. and are today the prime cause of division and strife in parts of the Lutheran
Church. 23
The leaders of the General Synod pointed to history which shows that
many Lutherans have rejected one or more of the ~onfessions without surrendering the Lutheran name. 24

Schmucker concluded that as long as one

accepts the Bible as the rule of faith, as long as one believes the
cardinal doctrines of Lutheranism, and as long as one agrees with
peculiarities of Lutheranism more than those of other denominations,
that person is entitled to the Lutheran name. 25
Confessional Subscription and Freedom
of Conscience
Schmucker acknowledged the general usefulness of confessions as
statements of belief and as a basis for reaching a common agreement
among Christians.

But he resisted attempts to make the confessions

binding upon the church's ministers.

He and the other leaders of the

General Synod exhibited a profound concern to protect one's "unalienable
rights" to freedom of conscience.

Thus, in approaching the Lutheran

Confessions, Schmucker focused his attention upon the individual's
rights rather than the rights of collective groups of individuals in
23

J. W. Richard, "Melancbthon and the Augsburg Confession," The
Lutheran Quarterly 28 (July 1898):378-79.
24 schmucker, "Doctrinal Basis of the American Lutheran Church,"
p. 163-64.
25Ibid., P• 167.
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the church.

In other words, Schmucker emphasized the individual's

rights to believe and teach as be wished over the rights of the church
to monitor the teaching and preaching of its ministers.

At this point

an unmistakably "American" tone and emphasis appears in the writing
and speech of Schmucker.

"God deals with every man as an individual

moral agent, possessing certain unalienable rights, and owing certain
unalienable duties. 112 6 People have a moral right to reject the symbols
if they desire.

In America, "liberty of conscience is our birthright. 1127

Thus, while the church viewed the confessions as an authorized summary of her doctrines, it has never required "any oath of obligation to
all its contenta. 1128
J. R. W. Stuckenberg also enunciated what he understood to be

the two principles of Protestaniam.

First, the Scriptures are the

supreme authority in matters of faith.

Secondly, there must be liberty

of conscience in interpreting the Scripturea. 29

"Scripture must be

interpreted by Scripture, and every believer is enabled to do this by
the Spirit of God in him. 1130 He believed that the Romanists did not
regard the Scriptures as sufficient for the faith and life of the church.
26 Ibid., p. 158.
27 schmucke~, "The Vocation of the American Lutheran Church; Now
First Published," The American Lutheran Church, Historically, Doctrinally, and Practically Delineated in Several Occasional Discourses
(Philadelphia: E.W. Miller, Ranstead Place, 1852), p. 256.
28schmucker, Elements of Popular Theology, p. SO.
29 J. H. w. Stuckenberg, The History of the Augsburg Confession
From its Origin Till the Adoption of the Formula of Concord (Philadelphia: Lutheran Board of Publication, 1869), p. 218.
30ibid., p. 213.
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To them they added their binding b

n decrees.

In the same category

Stuckenberg places those who advocate a strict adherence to the confessions.

This, he claimed, involved a rejection of Luther.

He and his followers regarded the truth of Scripture not as a dead
letter, but as living truth, which may live by faith in the heart,
but which cannot be stereotyped into formulas or creeds. To Luther
all connected with faith was internal and intensely personal; the
church could not make his faith, nor decide what its material must
be; for the Bible gave the material, and the faith itself was
wrought by the Holy Spirit, working on the hearts through the Word
and Sacraments.31
Stuckenberg insisted that the Reformers' belief that their Confession
was scriptural, "made it no more binding on others, than did the belief

of the Papists that their doctrines were scriptural make them binding
on the Reformers. 11 32
The leaders of the General Synod held that the sufficiency of
Scripture was reason enough to reject or limit confessional subscription.
When a church requires an unconditional subscription to the confessions
it' rejects the "sols Scriptura" principle ·of the Reformation and returns to the ways of the

Roman

level with the Scriptures.

church by placing hyma.n documents upon a

One who advocated the sola Scriptura prin-

ciple also would not reject the possibility of new discoveries from the
Scriptures.

"Luther had wisely regarded the reformation as unfinished,

and exhorted his followers to turn away from his works, and study the
bible more attentively. 1133 Schmucker held that the excessive veneration
of his writings and a sort of canonical authority given to them made
them a source of Tancorous contention.
31Ibid.• p. 214.

32Ibid., p. 220.

33scbmucker, "Portraiture of Lutheranism," p. 59.
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Bad not the church been denominated by the name of this distinguished servant of Christ; had not his works but the bible been regarded as the grand source of religious light, as the grand subject
of continued study; and had the Augsburg Confession alone been received as an auxiliary test; the churc~ would have_ enjoyed much more
peace and the whole field of doctrine. 4
Schmucker added that outside the few points of doctrine determined in
that confession, other teachings would have been open to free continued
study and scrutiny in the light of God's word.

Stuckenberg added that

the confessions were the Reformers' views of the teachings of the Bible.
As they "gained more light their views might change, in which case they

could not be bound by the Confession. 1135
For this reason, Sprecher contended for a conditional subscription.

He held that creeds are a relative not an absolute necessity for

the church.

At times there may be a need to change the formulation of

the church's doctrine in response to new exigencies, circumstances,
discoveries and research.

"Increasing light keeps breaking forth from

the Scriptures. 1136 Thus, there are many doctrines of a former age
which can now, "under the light of centuries of experience, be understood in a wider and fuller sense; and from the more thorough investigations of the Scriptures since made, much may be added to them. 1137
The Church should-attempt to counmmicate these insights in new forms,
":In forms suitable to the modes of modern thought, and corresponding to

the present stage of religious and theological development. 1138
34tbid., p. 60.
35stuckenberg, p. 233-34.
3 6sprecher, The Groundwork of a System, p. 46.

37 Ibid., p. 30.

38 Ibid ., p. 43 •
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Sprecher believed that Lutheranism cannot "allow its creed to be a
hindrance to all theological improvement. 1139 Yet, a strict subscription
to all the doctrines of the confessions prevented precisely that kind of
development.

Sprecher pointed to Melanchthon as an example.

Hear-

gued that if Melanchthon made changes in the confession, it demonstrates how susaaptible the confessions of a church are of improvement.
From this it is evident that, while insisting that the doctrines
of the confessions were entirely Scriptural, they were still human
writings.

They could err.

Furthermore, since they were historical,

they were dated.
Buman creeds are a publication of the doctrinal belief only of those
who framed · .mid_ pullished them, and of those who subsequently avow
their assent to them, either in whole or in part; and they cannot,
possibly, be binding on any others, who have not, by personal avowal,
adopted them,either as an exponent of their belief, or as a rule
of discipli~a. 40
Schmucker noted that the practice making the confessions binding or
normative didn·'t occur until fifty years after the presentation of the
Augsburg Confession.

The symbolical books "were first merely an ex-

pression of what was believed; afterwards they became the rule of what
must be believed. 1141
Nevertheless, Schmucker did not propose a complete abandonment
of confessional subscription.

He recognized that there were times when

39Ibid., p. 41.
40schmucker, "Doctrinal Basis of the American Lutheran Chuttch,"
p. 163.

4lrbid., p. 196.
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it was needed within the church, "to be without any other symbol than
the Bible, was manifestly a defect. 1142

A written creed, therefore,

seemed necessary to the purity of the church.

However, Schmucker ad-

vocated the use of shorter doctrinal creeds as tests for ministerial
candidates and ecclesiastical communion.43

Schmucker took pride in that

the practice of the Lutheran church in thist:country was not to bind her
ministers to the details of any human creed.

"The bible and the belief

in that the fundamental doctrines of the bible are taught in a manner

substantially correct in the Augsburg Confession is all that is required.1144
In its search for Lutheran unity, the General Synod sought the
way of "inclusive federation • • • •

It required only a limited avowal

of the Lutheran Confessions and was interested in only as much unity in
faith as union would allow. 1145

But Schmucker's view that Lutheran iden-

tity is to be found only in the fundamentals of the confessions, those
held in common among all Protestants, found its ultimate, practical
expression in ·.the Definite Synodical Platform in which he "proposed, not
abandonment, but revision of the confessions. 1146 Thus, Schmucker wrote

"An American Recension of the Augsburg Confession" in which he sought
42schmucker, "Vocation of the American Lutheran Church,"
p. 268.

43 schmucker, "Portraiture of Lutheranism," p. 68.
441bid., p. 68.

45. ·
Tietjen, ·p. 10.

46Tbeodore G. Tappert, "The Symbols of the Church," What Lutherans Are Thinkin : A S osium on Lutheran Faith and Life, E. C.
Fendt, ed. Columbus, OH: Wartburg Publishing Rouse, 1947), p. 347.
Schmucker, Elements of Popular Theology, pp. 247, 204, 168-69, 67.
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to remove those doctrines which he believed contained elements of Roman
Catholicism.

One of the ironies of the Platform with its revision of

the Augsburg Confession
is that it attempted to replace the inclusive basis of the General
Synod with an exclusive one. It was precisely the vagueness of
the General Synod's doctrinal basis that made it possible for
both "American" and "Confessional" Lutherans to belong to the same
organization. 4 7
The Definite Synodical Platform was an effort to "challenge and check
the growing corifessionalism that was manifestip.g·itself aroudd,and
within the General Synod."48 But it was met with near universal
rejecti9n from Lutherans in America.
Histories of the Lutheran Confessions
The histories of the Lutheran Conf es a ions written by the men1_,of
the General Synod reflect their strong and sometimes antagonistic views
toward the confessions and confessional subscription.

As interest in

the history of the Lutheran church increased among more conservative
leaders of Lutheranism, the leaders of the General Synod found it necessary to prove that the position which they advocated was the historic
position of the Lutheran Church.

In particular, they sought to demon-

strate that the confessions were never considered as permanent documents
of unchanging force and were never made binding upon the conscience as
some in the nineteenth century insisted.

Furthermore, they sought to

47 Tietjen, p. 29.

48 Edward C. Fredrich, "The Formula of Concord in the History
of American Lutheranism," No Other ·Gospel: Essays in Commemoration
of the 400th Anniversary of the Formula of Concord, 1580-1980,
Arnold .J. Koelpin, ed. -(Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing Rouse,
1980), p. 110.
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show that the authors of the later confessions, especially of the Formula of Concord, had actually departed from Luther's original position.
The Augsburg Confession
The scholarly studies of the Augsburg Confession of the .G eneral
Synod were written in the last half of the nineteenth century and first
.decade of the twentieth century.

The representatives of the General

Synod sought to demonstrate that only the Augsburg Confession could
properly be called the confession of the Lutheran Church and, of that,
only the fundamental doctrines.

They also maintained that the

Augustana should be interpreted according to the writings of Philip
Melanchthon.

They were frequently written as responses to the growing

tide of conservative Lutheranism.
While Stuckenberg _-was pastor of Messiah Lutheran Church in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, be published, in 1869, The Augsburg Confession
until the Formula of Concord.

In this book~ Stuckenberg set out to prove

that an insistence upon the confessions as bind:lng symbols constituted
noth:lng less than a return to the principles of Romanism and a rejection of the Protestant principle of freedom of conscience.

Stucken-

berg presented the history of the Augsburg Confession against the backdrop of the entire Reformation begun by Martin Luther and sought to
show it as but one stage or period in the gradual development of the
doctrines of the Reformation.

J. W. Richard's major work, A Confessional History of the
Lutheran Church was written at the very time that the General Synod began to establish closer ties with the General Council and was b eginning
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to express an increased appreciation for the Formula of Concord.
Richard seeks to halt this drift toward conservatism within the General
Synod by arguing that not only are the "secondary" writings of the Formula of Concord to be rejected, but even the Augsburg Confession must
be:regarded as an inadequate, permanent basis within the church.
Throughout his work, Richard argues for a Melanchthonian interpretation
of the Lutheran Confessions.

While not rejecting Luther, he seeks to

have Luther's writings tempered by the writings of Melanchthon.

For

Richard, Melanchthon embodied the true spirit of Luther unlike the
stricter Lutherans of the later sixteenth century.
In both of their histories of the Augsburg Confession, Stucken.berg and Richard argued that the Augustana was originally intended to be
a compromise with Rome.

Its doctr:lnal articles were phrased as closely

as possible to the doctrinal position of Rome.

When they considered

the political and ecclesiastical events of the sixteenth century in view
of and compared with the situation of American Lutherans in the nineteenth century, they argued that Lutherans need no longer accept the
"Romanizing" elements contained within the Augsburg Confession.

They

held that Lutherans in the mid-sixteenth century bad already recognized
this, for when it was realized that reconciliation was no longer possible with Rome, then the Lutherans, specifically Melanchthon, began
to phrase the doctrines more in line with the doctrinal position of
other Protestants.
Political and Ecclesiastical History
In the political history of the Augsburg Confession, the focus
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was upon the Electoral party of Saxony.

Richard portrayed them as

desiring compromise to the point that they were unwilling to antagonize
the Emperor at whatever the cost.

''Nothing was further from the thought

of the Saxon Court than to go to Augsburg with a belligerent, defiant
and aggressive spirit.

They took the Emperor at his word, and sought

to establish reconciliation and peace. 49 Melanchthon's position had
been, from the beginning,
that separation from Rome was not necessarily a finality, and
that if the Lutherans on their part would renounce the more radical and irresponsible Sacram.entarians, and Rome would purify herself of her worst errors, there would be a possibility, not merely
of compromise, but of the restoration of unity with the old Church,
on true Lutheran ground.SO
This conciliatory and

compromising spirit of the Electoral party in-

creased as the diet drew near.

They feared that the Emperor might be

unwilling to grant a fair hearing of their position due to Eck's 404
Articles.
This conciliatory attitude on the part of the Saxons is highlighted by the amoun~ of space which was devoted to the reasons for
which the Elector left Luther at Co~urg Castle instead of taking the
Reformation's chief spokesman to the Diet of _Augsburg.

While Schaff,

who was influenced by Charles Porterfield Krauth, attributed Luther's
stay at Coburg to the Imperial Ban which still rested on him, both
Stuckenberg and Richard argued that the

principle reason for Luther

remaining at Coburg was not that it was unsafe for him to journey to
Augsburg without a pass of safe conduct, but because there were some
49J. W. Richard, "Luther and the Augsburg Confession," The
Lutheran Quarterly 29 (October 1899):503.
50sprecher, The Groundwork of a System, p. 338.
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in the Elector's party who did not want Luther .at Augsburg.

Further-

more, some of them wanted to prevent Luther's impetuosity from disrupting at the peace proceedings at Augsburg. 51 Richard specifically
identified the Electoral Prince, John Frederick, as one who "hated"
Luther for being responsible for the Elector's resolute opposition~to ·
the Emperor. 52

Since Melanchthon was better suited for the work of

negotiations, he, not Luther, became the theological leader of the
Elector's party at Augsburg. 53

Thus, Stuckenberg and Richard maintain

that Luther was intentionally excluded.
Once at Augsburg, the Electoral party and Melanchthon are depicted as immediately entering into negotiations with the Emperor's theologians in order to achieve a compromise and thereby maintain peace.
Stuckenberg viewed Mealanchthon as the most fearful of all the protestants.

He was troubled over the effects that the charges of Eck may have

had on the Emperor.

Stuckenberg reserved his praise for the princes who

stood up for their beliefs in the face of the prospect of war and death.
"The Protestant princes often displayed a courage and determination
which put the theologians to shame. 1154

Be referred to the stance taken

by the Jlector of Saxony and the Landgrave of Besse who were repeatedly
called to appear before the Emperor where great pressures were brought
to bear upon them.

Yet, they refused to renounce their faith.SS

Slstuckenberg, p. 46.
52Richard, Confessional History of the Lutheran Church
(Philadelphia: Lutheran Publication Society, 1909), p. 38.
53Richard, "Luther and the Augsburg Confession," p. 512.
54 stuckenberg, p. 85.

55Ibid., P• 86.
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Richard is not as charitable toward the electoral party.

Re de-

fended· Melanchthon's negotiations by insisting that if Melanchthon's
attitude was apologetic and conciliatory it "was but the concrete embodiment of the spirit that animated and pervaded the Saxon court when
it made ready to obey the Impei:ial summons to Augsburg, and it demeaned
itself during the Diet. 1156 According to Richard, if Melanchthon
went too far in his negotiations, it was because he was but the spokesman for the entire party and was not restrained from such concessions
by the electoral party.
acted on his own.

Richard insisted that Melanchthon never

Be was "but carrying out the will of his masters,

who nowhere find fault with his concessions, nor with his efforts to
i:estore peace and concord. 1157 He cites some of the pse-nagotiations
of Frederick himself who bad sent a draft of the Schwabach Articles to
Charles before the diet met in an apparent attempt to conciliate him.
Negotiations after the Presentation
Not only did the Lutheran leaders negotiate with the Romanists
before the diet.

But, even after the presentation of the Augsburg

Confession, they continued to negotiate with the hope of arriving
at a compromise in order to maintain peace with Rome.

The representa-

tives of the ecumenical approach focus much more attention than other
Lutheran scholars upon the months following the presentation of the
Augustana.

They saw in the negotiations which took place during this

time evidence that; the Lutherans from the beginning never regarded the
56a.ichard, "Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. 368.

57Ibid., p. 68.
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Augsburg Confession as a permanent, binding document.

Richard lamented

the fact that these-negotiations were carried on and that in them, the
doctrinal discussions did not come to the fore for nearly two months.
Only the abuses were discussed.

It would have been far better in the

Augsburg Confession and subsequent negotiations if the Protestants bad
"given a clearer, a sharper statement of the distinctive evangelical
doctrines, and had made a more valiant defense of those doctrines, as
Luther, Melanchthon and others had enumerated and defended them in
their private writings. 1158 However, that the Lutherans entered into
negotiations with the Catholics after June 25 shows that neither
Melanchthon nor the Elector and Hargrave felt they had any disputes
wlth the

Roman

church on matters of doctrine, only about ceremonies

and human institutiona.59
Richard held that if it had not been for Luther's intervention
in these negotiations, his fellow reformers would have gone too far in

their concessions and endanger the entire Reformation movement.

All

along, Luther had remained unwilling to make any concessions in doctrine or abuses.

While expressing a high regard for the Augsburg

Confession, Luther acknowledged that too much had been conceded in
it.

He knew that they could never have reconciliation with Bome.

Thus, after its presentation, Luther stepped to the front, and "assumed
command of the Protestant forces at Augsburg. 1160

Richard identified

June twenty-ninth as the date of Luther's real influence at Augsburg.
58Richard, "Luther and the Augsburg Confession," p. 485.
59Ibid., p. 373.

60lb id. , p • ..r. 71.
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Whereas before the presentation he wrote very few letters, after it
he "bombarded" everyone with letters in which he urges them to stand
firm and .c oncede nothing more. 61 While Luther regarded reconciliation
as impossible and as undesirable, his instructions initially were not
heeded "leading to a humiliating chapter in Lutheranism. 1162
Richard identifies two specific sets of negotiations initiated
by Charles between the Roman and Lutheran theologians.

The first took

place in a coDDDittee of Fourteen in which they compared the Augsburg
Confession with the Roman Confutation.

Richard held that in this

committee, "doctrine has passed completely into the background, so
that it is not now a subject of dispute between the parties. 1163

The

disputes came down not to doctrine, but to abuses, the use of both
forms in the sacrament, and marriage of priests, and so forth.

Even

on article four of the Augustan.a, apparent agreement was reached as
the Protestants agreed to drop the word "alone" from its statement
concerning justification.

Stuckenberg held that it ''must not be sup-

posed that by using these words either party gave up their distinctive
views. 1164

Richard wrote that the seven Lutherans "virtually surren-

dered the article which more than any other is distinctive of Protestantism, the article of a standing or falling churcb. 1165
After the negotiations, the report written by Eck insists that
many of the differences between the Lutherans and Catholics were more
61
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621bid., P• 364.
64stuckenberg, p. 120.

65Richard, "Luther and the Augsburg Confession," p. 390.
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verbal than rea1.65

Richard regarded .~.this report as the first and

oldest explanation of the Augsburg Confession.

"It was made by those

who involved in the writing of the Augsburg Confession and shows that
the Confession is capable of different interpretations--which means
that its intent was to include, rather than exclude the teaching of the
Roman Catholic Church."67
On

August 26, Luther wrote the Elector in which he comprehended

the situation and opposed all means of conciliation and any concessions.
That same day he wrote a letter td5 Spalatin in which he insisted upon
agreement in doctrine.

"They will accept our concessions large, largius,

largissime, and will make their own stricte, strictius, strictissime. 1168
In a letter to Justus Jonas on September twentieth Luther argued that the
Lutherans ''bad done enough, and more than enough.
delivered the Augsburg Confession.

They had composed and

That was enough.

Then they had made

many concessions for the sake of peace.

That was more than enough. 1169

In the end, the Protestants stood firm.

The negotiations failed and the

Protestants ended up further from the Romanists than they were at the
beginning.
Richard attributed the failure of the colloquys to the radical
difference between Romanism and Protestantism.
principles were different.

Their fundamental

''Protestantism teaches that the Confession

itself is open to revision and to improvement in statement.

Catholi-

cism pronounces an anathema on all who reject her canons and de-

crees.t•70

The fact that they were conscious of the radical difference

66Ibid., p. 378.

67 Ibid., p. 385.

69Ibid., p. 498.

70Ibid., p. 488.

68Ibid., p. 468.
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between the two systems, led to another error.
harmony could be attained by compromise.

·11It was supposed that

If both parties would make

some concessions on non-fundamentals, then, it was thought, they might
still be one. 1171 But any compromise would have ignored this difference.

Consequently, "explanations, compromises, concessions were

useless. 1172

It was pointed out that Melanchthon's position "was a very

unfortunate one.

He tried to act the part of mediator between the two

parties, and very naturally pleased neitber. 1173

Had the concessions

prevailed which Melanchtbon proposed, the cause of the Reformation
would have been greatly injured.

Luther, on the other hand, -was well

aware of the radical differences between the two systems.
able to step in and save the cause of the Reformation.

Thus, he was

The Emperor then

renewed his threats of war against the Protestants.
Compositional History of the Augsburg
Confession
The advocates of an ecumenical attitude towards the Lutheran
Confessions also held that the literary history of the Augsburg Confession, before and after its presentation, supported their contention
that the reformers never intended the Augustana to be a document of
permanent, binding force upon Lutherans.

They argued that a precedent

had been set already in the sixteenth century for Lutherans to change

and modify their confession as circwnstances and needs may warrant.

To

ignore this facet of history, they believed, removed one from the historic Lutheran tradition.
71stuckenberg, p. 126.

72 ttiid., p. 11S.
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Before the Diet:

The Question of Autho~ship

Having maintained that the Lutheran Confessions contained certain
emphases of Roman Catholic theology, including the tendency to place human

writings on a level with Scripture, the men of the General Synod took

up the issue of authorship and argued that Melanchthon, not Luther, -mu8t
be regarded as the true author of the Augustana.

In this way they

sought to have the theology of the Augsburg Confession interpreted in
the light of Melanchthon's later writings.

Stuckenberg held that this

was "a question of no little interest and importance. 1175

He noted that

since the confession was a political document ·.as well as a religious
document, Melanchthon received input from the politicians as well as the
theologians.

"But whilst others thus aided Melanchthon by their advice

and suggestions, he was really the author of the Augsburg Confession.
At Augsburg he was universally regarded as the author. 11 76 Even Luther
regarded him as the author.
Stuckenberg acknowledged that Luther was the leader and the
spirit behind the Reformation, but charged that those who appeal to his
authorship of the confession, seek to employ Luther's name as a support
for their faith.
Many prate loudly about the authority of the Confession and violently
berate all who do not with them swear unconditionally on the same
symbol, show how weak their faith in the sterling Gospel truth and
intrinsic merits of the Confession, by continually running hither mid
thither to find or invent, external authority to bolster up their
faith in the greatest symbol of the Protestanti Church.77
7Srbid., p. 33.
77 Ibid., P• 36.

76Ibid., p. 35.
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Not only do they need Luther's authority for their views of the Augustana.
They insist that it ''must be interpreted by his writings." 78
This issue was discussed for nearly forty years before dying down
only to be raised again at the turn of the century by Richard, who, upon
the basis of extensive research of new materials, asserted that Melanchthon ''was the only man then living, who was equal to the demands of the
situation."

Furthermore, he alone had the attributes needed for the

formulation of both a political and a religious document.

"In him we ·. ·

have combined in one person, the theologian, the historian, the logician
and the rhetorician." 79

For Richard, Melanchthon was the best man ·:for

the task at hand in the composition of the confession.

From 1897 to

1900, he wrote two series of articles detailing the relationship of
both Luther and Melanchthon to the Augsburg Confession.

The first,

''Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," was issued in three parts from
July 1897-0ctober 1898.80 The second series, "Luther and the Augsburg
Conf ession"·-was published as four articles from October 1899 until
October 1900.81
To demonstrate a Melanchthonian authorship, the historians of
the General Synod focused not so much on the preparatory documents employed--the Schwabach, Marburg, and Torgau articles--as upon the
78tbid., p. 37.
79Richard, ''Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. 360.
80tutheran Quarterly 21 (July 1897):299-330, 28 (July and October 1898):355-95, 545-79.
81tutheran Quarterly 29 (October 1899):497-527, 30 (January,
July and October 1900):29-61, 3S9-99, 462-S02.
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correspondence between Luther and Melanchthon and the drafts which the
confession underwent while Melanchthon was in Augsburg.

Richard acknow-

ledged that the Schwabach articles formed the basis of the doctrinal
portion of the Augsburg Confession, but deemphasized Luther's influence
upon the Augustana and argued that they were "deficient in logical
order, and their tone is too harsh.

Besides, Luther.~s relation to them

as their chief author, would have at once placed them under prejudice. 11B2
Thus, Melanchthon used Luther's materials in an independent way.

He em-

ployed them only as a foundation, a starting point.Bl

In examining the differences between the Schwabach articles and
the Augsburg Confession, Richard felt the latter cannot be regarded
as an expansion of the former as too many changes were made.B4 Be compared, in exhaustive detail, the articles of the Augsburg Confession with
those of the Schwabach and Marburg Articles in order to demonstrate
which ones were Melanchthonian in origin.BS

One cannot say that these

doctrinal articles are Melanchthonian in the sense that his later followers perverted them, nor Lutheran in the sense of the gnesio-Lutherans
who sought to make Luther's private opinions normative in the church.
On the basis of the letters exchanged between Melanchthon and

Luther prior to the presentation of the Augustana, Stuckenberg and
Richard concluded that "Luther cannot be regarded as the author of the
Confession; that he gave no advice whatever on any article in the Confession; that he did not give his approval of the Confession before its
B2R.ichard, ''Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," pp. 359-60.
B31bid., P• 365.

84 stuckenberg, P• 31.

BSRichard, '.'Melancbthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. 363.
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presentation to the diet; and that he did not even see the Confession before that time. 1186 One of the keys to the debate was whether or not
Luther saw the final form of the confession, and if not, in what stage
did he see the drafts of the confession:

Concerning the form of the

Confession which Luther received on May 11, Richard noted, "we do Im.ow
that the Confession was very far from being in its final form. 1187 Much
of the debate again centered a~ound letters sent after May 15, as to
whether or not Luther saw a more complete draft of the confession later.
This is the only draft that Luther apparently saw.

On

May 22, Melanchthon

nowhere in his letter implies that they have sent Luther another copy.
·There is no indication of a second draft sent · to Luther.

Both.~Stucken-

berg and Richard indicated that some letters from Melanchthon never
reached Luther at Coburg.
Melanchthon's desire to make peace with Rome became his consuming passion.

Richard maintained that it was not cowardice, but the perils

and dangers confronting the empire that led Melanchthon to compose the
Confession "in the sense of the closest possible approximation to the
old Church and of the harshest separation from the Zwinglians. 1188
Melanchthon presented the basics of Luther's teaching in terms so s1milar
to those of the Catholic church that they could find no wrong in the
Lutheran confession.

By doing this, Melanchthon clearly conceded too

much at Augsburg, according to Richard, but he added that it cannot be
prov~d that Melanchthon conceded more than the Elector and Hargrave
86stuckenberg, p. 38.
87aichard, "Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. l:n7.
8BR1chard, "Luther and the Augsburg Confession," p. 489.
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wanted him to concede.

Richard believed that had the delivery of the

Augsburg Confession been delayed beyond the twentj~fifth of June,
Melanchthon would have changed it even more.

"It was the express policy

of Melanchthon to adapt it to circumstances. 1189

For Richard, this pro-

vides evidence that the authority of the confession does not lie in the
letter of it, and that even after the Augustana had been signed, it was
not regarded as a fixed law, or as an unalterable statement of the
Lutheran doctrine.
That Melanchthon's object was not to present Luther's specific
teaching, but the teaching of the _churches made the confession Lutheran,
not Luther's or Melanchthon's.

This meant that one must use both

Luther's and Melanchthon's writings to properly understand it.

To in-

terpret articles eighteen and nineteen of the Augustana in the light of
Luther's De Servo Arbitrio would be to read "the most absolute determinism" into them.

Similarly, to interpret article ten by Luther's Great

Confession of 1528 alone "would be to read into it ubiqµity and oral
manducation, neither of which is generic in the Lutheran doctrine, nor
necessary to the doctrine of the real presence. u 9.o Thus, what was personal and controversial in the writings of the two reformers was omitted
from the Augsburg Confession.
subscribers.

It simply presented the faith of its

It is this generic Lutheran character, according to Richard,

which imparts to the Confession, its value and significance as an ecclesiastical document.
89 Ibid . , p. 53 •

90Richard, "Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. 378.
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Richard criticized those who attribute to Luther the theological
brilliance and to Melanchthon only the ability of an amenuensis and
thereby relegate Melanchthon to a subordinate place to Luther in the
preparation and composition of the Augsburg Confession.

By doing this,

he felt, they overlook a number of important elements which Melanchthon
contributed to the theology and thought of Luther.

First, Melanchthon

must be credited for assisting Luther's exegesis by leading him to
original texts.

Secondly, Melanchthon wrote the first Lutheran dogmatics

which Luther himself declared that he preferred to his own writings.
Thirdly, Richard claimed that Luther granted that Helanchthon was a
superior teacher.
After the Diet:
Augustana

The Editions of the

The Apology of the Augsburg Confession receives substantial
praise from the leaders of the General Synod for its harsher tone toward
the Roman church.
the Lutherans.
vanished.

They viewed it as signaling a change in attitudes for

With the Apology, all hopes of agreement with Rome had

"Finding that the mild tone of the Confession failed to gain

the approbation of their opponents, Melanchthon was determined to make
the Apology more severe than the Confession. 1191

Schaff called the

Apology a "triumphant -vindication of the Confeasion92 and the "most
learned of the Lutheran symbols.

It greatly strengthened the confidence

9lstuckenberg, p. 140.
92Philip Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom with a History and
Critical Notes, 3 vols. (New York: Harper and Row, 1931; reprinted
Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Bouse, 1983)1:243.
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of scholars in the ·c ause of Protestantism." He added that its chief and
permanent value consists in its being the "oldest and most authentic interpretation of the 'Augsburg Confession by the author himself. 1193
Stuckenberg and Richard held that, in writing the Apology, Melanchthon
primarily relied on notes taken by ·Camerius and the memory of those who
heard it.
While acknowledging the importance of the Apology, the scholars
of the General Synod focus on the Augsburg Confession and the changes it
underwent from the moment of its presentation.

Accordingly, these men

studied the history from the Diet of Augsburg until the adoption of the
Formula of:Concord and cited the Varia.ta as indicative of the changes
that Lutherans were willing to make in order to further the unity of the
evangelicals.

The representatives of an ecumenical approach to the con-

fessions sought to demonstrate t~t Lutherans during this period accepted the Variata, not the Editio Princeps.

Implicit in their histories

is the theme that Lutherans in the nineteenth century are also at lib-

erty to modify their confession when needed.
Stuckenberg held that the Augsburg Confession presents the development of Protestantism up to that time.

But, with the presentation of

the Confession itself, the "evangelical religion received a new impulse
in its career of progress."

The reformers "did not pretend to reach the

terminus of the course; for as the progress they commenced is eternal,
the goal can never be said to have been reached, though we may be pressing toward it. 11 94

The Augsburg Confession provides one with the position
94 Stuckenberg, p. 65.
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attained by Lutherans in 1530.

It also became a new point of departure

and marked a new period of progress.

Stuckenberg maintained that the

publication of the Augsburg Confession was not intended to teach the
Protestants what they must believe.

"It was not published as the

standard of their faith which they could not desert without deserting
their cause. 1195

Richard argued that the Augsburg Confession was not an

ultimatum, only a statement of the doctrines they "held at that time. 11 96
Instead, the publication of the first edition was left entirely to
Melancbthon, and was a private affair, for which he alone was responsible.97

Stuckenberg believed that it·was Melanchthon's desire to make

the confession as perfect as possible, to make clearer the differences
between the Bomish and Lutheran Church, which led him to make changes
over the course of the next ten years.
Richard cited the closing words of the Augustana itself as evidence that the subscribers of the Confession regarded it as open to expansion and improvement.
they had no thought.

"Of a fixed and unchangeable form of expression

They did not even make an official copy, or autho-

rize a text. 1198 Richard also referred to the differences between the
Latin and German versions of the Augustana as support for his claim that
there "is not now, and there never has been, a Confessio Augustana
Invariata."

In an apparent allusion to the -General Council's "Fundamental

95Ibid., p. 177.

96Richard, "Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. 547.

97stuckenberg, pp. 177-78.
98Richard, ''Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. 547.
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Principles of Faith and Polity," Richard charged that it is absur.d to say
that one must subscribe the confession and "must not only agree to use
the same words, but must use and understand those words in one and the
same sense." 99
Stuckenberg believed that Melanchthon's frequent contact with
Bucer and the Swiss made him more familiar with their views and convinced
him "that the differences on the Lord's Supper were not such as to keep
the church divided."100 While Stuckenberg left it open whether Melanchthon ever entirely abandoned Luther's view of the Lord's Supper, "it
is certain that he no :.longer felt justified in denying the right hand of
fellowship to the Zwinglians. 11101 Thus, in the most well known edition
in which Melanchthon made alterations, the edition of 1540 otherwise
known as the Variata, it was acknowledged that in the tenth article, the
changes of Melanchthon were not merely verbal, but also material.

The

real presence and the distribution of Christ's body and blood are not
affinned.

The clause condemning the Zwinglians is gone.

Overall, the

incorporated changes in this edition were generally regarded by the church
as improvements to the confession, as attempts to place its doctrines into a clearer focus.

Both Stuckenberg and Richard regarded the 1540 edi-

For the men of the General Synod, the question of the nineteenth
century was not whether the Augsburg Confession should be accepted.
acceptance was general in the Evangelical church.

Its

The more important

question was, "how, and by who.se writings shall the Confession be interpreted?"

The leaders of the General Synod argued that Melanchthon's
99 Ibid., p. 54 8.

lOOstuckenberg, p. 184.

lOlrbid., p. 184.
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writings, especially his later editions of the Variata, ought to be regarded as the best interpretation of the Augustana.

They pointed out

i:·

that, during the days of Reformation, Melanchthon's altered ·e ditions were
generally accepted as the true interpretation of .the Confession even by
the very men who afterwards most bitterly opposed those alterations. 11102
They insisted that the altered Augsburg Confession "was really and practically the Confession of the church. 11103
So little desirous were the reformers and the Lutherans generally,
during the Reformation, of adhering to the original edition of the
Confession·, that no effort was made to reprint it or to retain it
in the church. Surely, if they had attached.any special author-ity
to the unaltered Confession, the altered would not have been allowed
so completely to take its place throughout the entire church.104
Those who sought to discredit the Variata and Melanchthon, were those who
argued over the less significant points of doctrine.

It was their focus

on the minor details of doctrine, not Melanchthon's changes, that fostered the controversies which disrupted the church during the latter half
of the sixteenth century.
The first person to call the attention of the Lutherans to a substantive change within the Variata was not a Lutheran, but a Catholic
theologian, John Eck.

At the Diet of Worms in 1540, he requested to know

which edition was the true position of the Lutherans.
with the harsher stance of the Variata toward the

He was displeased

Roman

Catholic church.

Eck finally acquiesced to Melanchthon that the meaning of the two was
the same, and allowed the use of the Variata as basis for their discussions.105

Stuckenberg interpreted the silence of Brentz, Schnepf, Amador£,

and Osiander as evidence that they approved of what Melanchthon had
102tbid., p. 264.

l03Ibid., p. 200.

l.04 Ibid,, 201.

105Richard, "Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. S65.
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written in the Variata. 106

That the Roman Catholic theologians looked

with disfavor upon the Variata Stuckenberg attributed to their refusal
to acknowledge "the right of doctrinal development and progress," and ·:· . .
their desire to bind Protestants to the doctrines and words of the 1530
edition of the Augsburg Confession.

Among the Lutherans Eck's charges

found no voice for many years.
Richard argued that in reality, the Variata expressed the true
teaching of the Lutherans.

Re pointed out that the presentation of the

Variata before ~he Diet of Worms was not a private act of Melanchthon,
tiut was presented by the official action of the Evangelical Estates
as the Augsburg Confession which had been approved at Smalcald
three years before and subscribed by so many theologians • • • •
It thus becomes demonstrable that the Variata received symbolical
recognition.10 7
They believed they were presenting the unchanging doctrine of the Augsburg Confession as delivered at Augsburg, "though in an expanded and
elucidated form."

Richard also recounted the use of the Variata at

Regensburg and other meetings as evidence that it had been fully accepted
within the Lutheran Church as its symbol.

As long as Luther and

Melanchthon lived, no one found an error in it, not even Flacius.
Richard also quoted Chemnitz as saying that the edition of 1540 could
not be "profitably and justly rejected. nl08
No one blamed Melanchthon for the changes in the Variata until 1560 when Flacius, "the bitter enemy and persecutor of Melanchthon,"
in his debate with Strigel made an issue of those changes by appealing

to the original edition presented before the imperial diet.l09
l0 6Ibid., p. 565.

l07Ibid., p. 564.

lOSibid., P• 572.

109 stuckenberg, p. 189.
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Stuckenberg held that it was to Flacius, more than any other man, to
whom the Lutheran church is indebted for the distinction between the
unaltered and altered Confession.

Richard also asserted that the only

time an objection was raised against the Variata was Flacius' statement
in his debate with Strigel in which he claimed that Luther was dis-

pleased with the changes made to the Augsburg Confession, but was
powerless to hinder it.

''Yet in all Luther's letters and other writings

there is not a word nor even a hint of his disapproval."

In fact, one

might even claim that ''Luther actually approved Gf these alterations. 11110
During Melanchthon's lifetime, he was never charged with having corrupted
the Augustana.
As Melanchthon would become known as one who consistently op-

posed confessionalism among the more conservative Lutheran synods,
Flacius became the ~capegoai for those who opposed a strict confessionalism.

Stuckenberg described Flacius as the most "violent and most bitter

theological wrangler of that age," a "breeder of strifes and a lover of
contentions. 11lll

In his disputes, nacius charged his opponents with de-

parting from original Confession and thereby departing from the faith
of the church •. Schaff referred to Flacius as "the impetuous and belligerent champion of rigid Lutheranism, a man of vast learning, untiring
zeal, unyielding firmness, and fanatical intolerance, [who] renewed apparently the Manichean heresy, and thereby ruined hiaself. 11112

Richard

described Flacius as "the avowed and unrelenting enemy of Melanchthon.
Be was reputed a calumniator and liar. 11113
llOzbid., p. 191.

llltoid., p. 190.

112 schaff, 1:269.

113Richard, ''Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. 574.

50

Significance of the Augsburg Confession
In their studies of the Augsburg Confessio~, Stuckenberg and
Richard drew a number of conclusions regarding the significance and role
of the Augsburg Confession for the church of their day.

The first is an

emphasis upon the confession as a negotiating document prepared with a
view toward effecting a reconciliation with Rome.

They stressed that

the aims and purposes of the Protestants at Augsburg at that time were
to "make all concessions not directly in conflict with the Scriptures"
for the sake of peace.

In fact, they believed Helanchthon's entire life

was an attempt to "reproduce and to restate the consensus of the teaching of the Catholic Church," that is, the minimum necessary for agree-

ment.114

That in the Augsburg Confession he stated Lutheran doctrine in

phrases as close as possible to

Roman

teaching and that he was willing to

make even larger concessions later shows that the Confession was not
regarded as the Protestant ultimatum, nor as a permanent and immutable
standard of faith, but simply as the assertion of a formula for a comparison of the views of both parties.

In view of this, Richard argued

that the Augsburg Confession "was not composed so as to present a clear
and ,mambiguous statement of the distinctive [sic] Lutheran teaching. nllS
In addition to its original intent as a negotiating document, not
"the doctrinal basis of a new organization, or cburch, 11116 the leaders
of the General Synod emphasized that it was historically conditioned.
The Augsburg confession stood for a present fact.
114 Ibid. , p. 546 •
116stuckenberg, p. 63.

Its authors and

115Ibid., p. 485, footnote.
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subscribers did not consider it in view of the future of the church.117
Thus, it was never intended to be a permanent, immutable standard of
faith, but simply a statement of that which already exists. 1 18 Richard
argued that even in Luther,- there is no evi~ence that he regarded the
Augsburg -C onfession as a "law for the conscience, or thought that it
had spoken the last word on any article of the Christian faith, or that
he ever thought of holding himself and others to the letter, or to the
form of the Confession. 11119
For this reason they were more than willing to make changes to
the confession as necessary.

Richard stressed that the substance, not

the form, of doctrine is what. is important within the church.

Melanch-

thon's changes show that he did not place the meaning of the confession
in the lette~.

Melanchthon unhesitatingly changed and improved whatever

did not stand in vital relation to the central doctrines of the Christian
faith.120

Accordingly, Richard allowed the Editio Pr:lnceps was authori-

tative, as long as the edition of 1S40 is "retained as a declaration ·h :~_
which is not in conflict, but in every way harmonizes with the first
edition. 11121
Finally, the leaders of the General Synod stressed that the significance of the Diet of Augsburg lay in the confessional stance, the act
of confession made by the Lutherans.

Even Luther placed the significance

117Richard, ''Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," pp. 55152.
118Ibid., p. 545.
119lichard, "Luther and the Augsburg Confession," p. 367.
120aichard, ''Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. 553.
121Ibid., p. 572.

52
of the Diet of Augsburg within this context of confessing.

Richard in-

sisted that when Luther, in a letter dated the twentieth of September,
praised the public and glorious confession he refers not to the written
Confession, but to "the heroic act of confessing Christ in the midst of
those whom Luther regarded as the enemies of Christ. 11122 Nevertheless,
the Augsburg Confession is Lutheran :In both form and content and "deserves. to be known, and will always be known, as the Fundamental Confession of the Evangelical Lutheran Church. 11123
From his perspective, Schaff considered the presentation of the
Augustana as an important event in the history of the Reformation, an act
which originated in the inner necessity to confess the evangelical faith
and which required "no little moral courage. 11124

The Augsburg Confession,

he wrote, "breathes throughout an earnest and devout evangelical Christian spirit, and is expressed in clear, mild, dignified language. 1112 5
While he praises the Augsburg Confession, Schaff also criticizes Melanchthon, who, while exhibiting charity towards the Roman Catholics, showed
a harshness toward his fellow-Protestants "vho differed from him far
less than both differed from the Romanists. 11126
History of the Formula of Concord
The history of the Formula of Concord was generally treated as a
history of the disputes that arose concerning the proper interpretation of
the Augsburg Confession.

The scholars of the ecumenical approach regarded

122Richard, "Luther and the Augsburg -C onfession," p. 367.
123n;1d., p. 368.

124schaff, 1:226.

125Ibid., p. 233.

126Ibid., p. 234.
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the controversies leading to the production of the Formula of Concord as
the product of extremists who placed more importance upon agreement in
the letter of the doctrine than upon the spirit.

Stuckenberg denied that

the Augustana's doctrines were ever uniformly understood or accepted.
"Its acceptance was of a general character and did not imply that all the
doctrines were understood by all members of the Church in the exact sense
of the author, or in the same sense.

Nor was every statement regarded

as absolutely binding on the members of the Church. 11127
Stuckenberg pointed to the year 1555 and the Religious Peace of
Augsburg as one of the significant events which precipitated many of the
disputes over the precise interpretation of the Augustana.

Stuckenberg

argued that it was calculated to introduce a new form of authority to
the Confession.
In that currnp;t period the confessions of the church were made the
standards of faith, the rule by which a man's orthodoxy was tested.
They were made symbols whose authority was practically, if not theoretically binding, and which were appealed to with as much authority
as the church of Rome appealed to the decree, of the councils, and as··
the reformers appealed to the sacred Scriptures.128
This ultimately led to the Formula of Concord in which the Gospel became
legalized.
Schaff, on the other hand, maintained that the seeds of contra-.
versy were to be found in theological differences between Luther and
Melanchthon which later revealed itself in the two types of Lutheranism,
"the one the conclusive and exclusive, and the other the expansive and
unionistic type. 11129 Re viewed Luther in his early years as a reformer,
127stuckenberg, p. 210.
129schaff, 1:259.
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128rbid., p. 249.
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the champion of the evangelical cause, but held that in bis latter years
he became more exclusivistic and antagonistic toward his Reformed b~others.

Schaff viewed the Philippists as retaining the early spirit of

Luther "with less force of will and conviction, but with more liberality
and catholicity of spirit." They sought to "enlarge the doctrinal basis
of Lutheranism for a final reconciliation of Christendom, or at least
for a union of the evangelical churches. 11130 The Gnesio-Lutherans, on
the other hand, represented the anti-Zwinglian Luther.
Luther" and made a virtue of his weakness.131

They "outluthered

Schaff acknowledged that

both parties maintained the supremacy of Bible, but the one read it
through the eyes of Luther, looking to him "as an almost inspired apostle,
and believed in his interpretation as final, 11132 while the other interpreted it through Melanchthon.

Schaff saw the framers of the Formula of

Concord as standing midway between the ultra-Lutherans and the Melanch~thonians.
Consistent with their rejection of an unequivocal subscription to
all the symbolical writings of the Lutheran church, the leaders of the
General Synod focused their histories of the Formula upon the manner in
which it was introduced and the effects of its adoption upon the churches.
They sought to demonstrate that when detailed creeds are introduced
legalistically, they create discord, not concord, within the church.
Stuckenberg held that the reason the formulators rejected the convening
of a synod in order to obtain the approval of the Formula of Concord was
that the Formula would be vehemently opposed.
130Ibid., p. 267.

131Ibid., p. 267 •

Instead, they chose a
132 Ibid., p. 268.
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route in which the Princes were to use their authority and influence to
secure the necessary subscriptions.
be secured.

"At all hazards its adoption was to

The very title given to the work indicated that it was re-

garded as the ultimatum. 11133

Stuck~berg also questioned the right of

six theologians to decide "universally and finally' what must be regarded
as a "pure and correct repe~iti~~--•11dexplanation of the Augsburg Confession?11134
The adoption of the Formula was regarded as a triumph of a faction of the church, "a sect whose exclusiveness, intolerance, condemnatory
zeal, and fanaticism have not yet been exhausted. 11135

Stuckenberg con-

cluded that the effort to create unity by securing subscriptions was a
"decided failure."

Opposition continued to grow.

The reason for its

failure was that the "entire mode of procedure was wrong, for it was
based on the idea that peace could be restored by external doctrinal
unity, by subscribing to the same creed, when there was no internal,
spiritual unity. 11136 Unity, he insisted, can be found only when the
Evangelical church replaces the sects, and when only the fundamental
doctrines of the Augsburg Confession, those held in common with Christendom, are accepted.

He believed that the idea prevalent in the minds of

the formulators of the Formula of Concord was that "rigid doctrinal sameness was necessary to peace and union. 11137
Schmucker sought to demonstrate that extended confessions such as
the Formula of Concord actually do harm to the church.
133stuckenberg, p. 282.
llSibid., p. ·312.

He held that the

134Ibid., p. 283.

136Ibid., p. 296.

137 Ibid., p. 302.
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"adoption-·of the Form of Concord, and with it that unreasonably extended
symbolic system, however well intended, was a mistaken step. 11138 As
evidence, he pointed out that many territories rejected the Formula of
Concord.

Secondly, he held that the Formula "cost the Lutheran church a

large portion of her ecclesiastical territory, estimated at about one. fourth of all her churches in Germanyl 11139 He suggested that the Reformed church might never have gained a foothold in Germany if it had not
been for the Formula of Concord.

Finally, the Formula robbed the church

of her liberty in the many points not discussed in the Augsburg Confession thereby driving thousands from the church.

Schmucker concluded

that the Formula not only failed to remove disputes and differences from
the church, but it exacerbated them.
Another baneful effect of the Formula of Concord, according to
Schmucker, was its attitude toward the two reformers of the Lutheran
church, Luther and Melanchthon.

Be held that both Luther and Melanchthon

were in reality, excluded by the seventh and eighth articles of the Formula of Concord as the former did not believe in ubiquity and the latter
rejected it.

Stuckenberg held that the Formula of Concord went be-

yond Luther in its intention to make Luther and his writings "the supreme
authority in the church" and his writings ''beat explanations of the creed
of the church. 11140

Stuckenberg insisted that

no fact connected with the Formula shows more completely the corruptness of the times in which it originated than the fact that men could
themselves Lutherans, who had abandoned the essential principle of
l38schmucker, "Vocation of the American .Lutheran Church," pp. 259,

260.
139 Ibid., p. 262.

140stuckenberg, p. 304.

57
the Reformation-freedom of conscience and mind in spiritual
things. 141
Schaff also observed that the Formula quotes Luther almost as freely and
with as much deference to his authority as the
fathers.

Roman

Catholics do the

"He is regarded as the regulative and almost infallible ex-

pounder of the Bible. 11142

•
Schaff noted, however, that the "spirit of

Melanchthon could be silenced, but not destroyed, for it meant theological progress and Christian union. 11143

Thus, history bas seen it revived

from time to time.
Richard was the most critical.

He viewed the Formula as a

deliberate attempt to castigate Melanchthon and bind consciences unnecessarily.

Hence, the Formula appeals to Luther's writings rather than

Melanchthon's as- conrect interpretations of the Augustana.

Richard

blamed this disparagement of Melanchthon on the entrance of the dogmatic
age in the latter half of the sixteenth century.
But when Melanchthon and his Augsburg associates had passed away,
and a generation of passionate zealots had come into place, who were
more intent on their own interpretation of the Confession, than upon
ascertaining the truth of its history, it became the fashion to disparage Melanchthon in the Church which he helped create, and to
name Luther the author of the matter, of the contents, of the Confession, and to call Melanchthon the author of its form, of its
rhetoric, of its style: that is, the profound scholar, the accomplished writer, the learned theologian, the trusted igunselor of
princes, did the work of an amenuensis at Augsburgl 1
Richard regarded the Formula of Concord's appeal to Luther and Luther's
writings as a virtual capitulation to the Roman manner of placing tradition on a par with Scripture.

In the end, the Formula separated the two

great reformers.
141Ioid., p. 303.

142schaff, 1:312.

143Ibid., p. 339.

144Richard, "Melanchthon and the Augsburg Confession," p. 373.
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Schaff shed some interesting light on the Formula of Concord from
a Reformed perspective.

In his "Impartial Estimate" Schaff considered -_

the Formula of Concord, next to the Augsburg Confession, as the most important theological standard of the Lutheran Church.

"It is condlusive
It is a good

and exclusive, the end and the beginning of controversy.

theological document, but fails as a symbol as it contains too much
theology and too little charity. 1114 5 He regarded the Formula as the
fullest embodiment of genuine Lutheran orthodoxy and particularity.

In

the Formula "religion was confounded with theology, piety with orthodoxy, and orthodoxy with an exclusive conf essionalism.

Doctrine was

overrated, and the practice of Christianity neglected. 11146
Theology of the Lutheran Confessions
The General Synod produced two significant doctrinal works both
of which were loosely based upon the structure and theology of the Augsburg Confession.

In 1839, Schmucker published his influential Elements

of Popular Theology which served as the systematic textbook of General
Synod seminary students for nearly half a century.

The second was pub-

lished by Samuel Sprecher and entitled, A Groundwork for a System of
Theology.

Both of these works sought to highlight the catholicity of

Lutheran teaching and to build a theology upon which all Protestants
could unite.

In reality, their theology amounted to an abandonment of

the distinctive Lutheran confessional teachings arid a capitulation to
the dominant Reformed emphases of the day.
145schaff, 1:338.

146Ibid., p. 259.

In his work, Sprecher argued for an experiential rather than a
propositional Lutheranism.

The former, be maintained, is produced through

an emphasis on the experience of justification and certainty of Scriptures while the latter is brought about through an emphasis on doctrinal
formulations.

An experiential religion, he believed, creates a warm,

vital Christianity while a propositional theology only produces a cold,
lifeless Christianity.

Accordingly, Sprecher stressed the distinction

between the letter and the spirit, the form and the substance, the objective and subjective truth, the "saving power" and the "intellectual form
of the truth. 11147

Sprecher proposed to construct a proper approach to

Lutheran theology in order to counteract the inroads being made in
America by a conservative, confessional Lutheranism.
Sprecher believed that the fundamental principle of the Reformation was its emphasis on each individual's subjective experience and
personal assurance of salvation.

He insisted that one must distinguish

two aspects in this great principle of the Lutheran Reformation, namely,
justification as a fact of experience and the clearness and certainty of
the Sacred Scriptures in the experience of the believer, as the only rule
of faith and practice. 11148 Be held that the assurance of salvation is .
not faith which rests on testimony only, but is faith which is attended
by actual experience.

The material principle of the Reformation was

not the doctrine concerning justification by faith but the "fact of
justification by faith--the practical, living experience, the personal
assurance of peace with God."

Similarly, the formal principle is not the

147 sprecher, The Groundwork of a System, p. 29.
148Ibid., p. 53.
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doctrine concerning Scripture, but "the experience of their certainty and
clearness, the actual adoption and use of them as the only guide of
faith and life, as in their content, the power, and in their intelligibility, the rule of faith. 1114 9 This assurance and experience of salvation, he added, precedes and presupposes theological" ·science and is _·_ ~. ·
independent "for its existence upon doctrinal propositions. 11150
In theology, Sprecher also drew a sharp line between a "principle" and a "doctrine."

The distinction was the difference. between a

"fact" itself and an explanation concerning the fact.

As an example,

Sprecher argued::with regard to the material principle, that the failure
to take notice of the distinction between "justification by faith as a
principle and justification by faith as a doctrine." results in the
stagnation of the church.
Just in proportion as deep personal experience of justification declined, and it began to be regarded not as the gospel, the power of
God unto salvation, not as a principle but as a doctrine co-ordinate
with other doctrines, its original prominence in the theological
system disappeared. The tendency was to turn the attention away
from Christ, to faith in certain doctrinal propositions, and to make
salvation depend upon the acceptance of "pure doctrine;" to turn the
attention of men away from the necessity and practicability of per-,.'
sonal assurance of salvation, of conscious experience of the saving
power of the gospel, to mysterious, magical operations of the
Word and sacraments.151
Sprecher credited Spener and Franke with bringing about a renewed inter~
est in the personal experience of salvation.

"Justification as a matter

of fact, as a matter of experience, became central in the minds of the
people, and was made prominent as the principle, the groundwork, of our
system of doctrine. 11152
149tbid., p. 59.
152Ibid., p. 453.

In fact, Sprecher viewed Pietism as a return to
150Ibid., p. 59.

151Ibid., p. 171.
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the original principles of the Reformation as espoused by Luther and complemented by Melanchton.
Having established the basic premises upon which one can construct
a Lutheran theology relevant for the nineteenth century, Sprecher pro~ :
ceeded to apply his principles to the various points of theology.

One of

those areas in which Sprecher expressed a willingness to modify the form
of Lutheran confessional theology was in the doctrines of Word and Sacrament.

Be argued, "men may, indeed preach the word to me, but God alone

can put it in the heart.

He must speak it in the heart, or nothing re-

sults from it. 11153 What ·SprEicber·:advocated.was a Lutheranism free from
dependence on any "magical effect of the means of grace • • • • 11154 He
argued that Lutherans and other Protestants agree that the Word of God
and the Sacraments are to be the only means of grace, but in that capacity they only offer grace.

They do not confer it.155

The Doctrine of the Lord's Supper
The doctrine which was regarded above all others as a remnant of
Bomanism and a hindrance to furthering the unity of Protestantism was

the teaching of the Real Presence in the Lord's Supper.

There was gen-

eral agreement that this had been the most harmful controversy and was
the chief reason for which the Formula was written. 156 The demand,
Schmucker placed high on the list of features that must be changed
within the Lutheran Church, was that the Lutheran church no longer require assent to the "doctrine of the real presence of the Saviour in the
153 Ibid., p. 102.

154Ibid., p. 469.

lSSibid., p. 391.

156schaff, 1:316.
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eucharist. 11157

Schmucker observed that by his day, the majority of

Lutherans bad rejected Luther's doctrine of the Real Presence and he
felt no compulsion to return to it.

He believed that, up until the

middle of the eighteenth century it was maintained partly out of scriptural authority, partly out of respect for Luther, and partly because
158
Lutheranism was the state religion.
Schmucker noted that the views of
both Luther and Calvin had been abandoned by their followers by the
nineteenth century and felt that they would not have objected.

l,Qther

was no "symbolic Lutheran," and had himself retreated from the doctrine
of ubiquity.

But while Luther and Melanchthon had done wonders in

"casting off the major part of the errors and prejudices of their Romish
education, they did not live to complete the work. 111 59
Sprecher held that the reformers had originally contended for the
Real Presence in reaction to the tendency of the fanatical spirits of the
sixteenth century to depreciate the sacraments.

However, after the lapse

of several centuries, that fanatical tendency in Reformed theology has
been removed.

Consequently, that danger is no longer real.

He argued

that the principal idea behind the Real Presence was Luther's intense
concern for the union of the two natures in the person of Christ "and of
the reality of the offer of salvation as made to all in the Word and
l57scbmucker, "Portraiture of Lutheranism," p. 61.
158schmucker, "The Nature of the Saviour's Presence in the Eucharist; Now First Published," The American Lutheran Church, Historically.
Doctrinally, and Practically Del:lneated in Several Occasional Discourses
(Philadelphia: E.W. Miller, Ranstead Place, 1852), p. 126.
159scbmucker, ''Vocation of the American Lutheran Church," p. 155.
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Sacraments. 11160 Lutherans should now regard this doctrine as capable
of improvement in form, not spirit •161
Schmucker SUJDIJlarized a number of reasons why Lutherans by the
first quarter of the nineteenth century had abandoned the doctrine of
the Real Presence.
our senses.

The first was that it contradicts the testimony of

Second, he held that it contradicted the universal obser-

vation that every material body occupies a definite portion of space.
Third, Schmucker pointed out that the glorified body of Christ was not
in existence when Christ distributed the sacrament to his disciples.

Fourth, the body of Christ had not yet been crucified.
spoke of the Supper as a remembrance meal.

Fifth, Christ

Sixth, the Scriptural

passages which speak of Christ sitting at the right hand of God contradict Christ's corporeal presence in the Supper.

finally, Schmucker em-

phasized that Christ is our spritual food. 1 62

In its place, Schmucker contended that the Lutheran Church should
affirm that according to his divine nature Christ is present in the
Supper.

However, according to his human nature, the church must simply

affirm a spiritual or symbolic presence of Christ.

Finally, he held

that there existed in the sacrament an influential presence c,f the Godman.

Beyond this, he felt that Lutherans need not go.

Any other Pro-

testant diversities on this doctrine could be treated as of minor
160
Sprecher, The Groundwork of a Sys~em, p. 458.
1611bid. 1 p. 458.

162schmucker, "The Nature of the Saviour's Presence in the
Eucharist," pp. 127-31.
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importance. 163 Richard supported this basic view of the Sacrament as
the proper Melanchthonian emphasis.
More and more did Helanchthon in later years emphasize the presence
of the Liv:lng Christ, and explain the sacrament :In accordance with
the central Lutheran thought that the sacrament is a sign of promised grace,
brings the pardon of sin to all those who receive
4
it with faith.

ayg

Richard claimed that neither Melanchthon nor Luther ever laid the chief
stress on the Real Presence, nor on bodily presence, nor on ubiquity.~_
In examining the other Protestant confessions presented at the
Diet of Augsburg, Stuckenberg focused on the role of the doctrine of the
Lord's Supper since it was "the rock on which the Protestant Church
split. 11165 He held that as Melanchthon dreaded the prospect of war he
made the doctrine of the Lord's Supper more Romish than Protestant.
Whereas Rome made ceremonies the condition for the reception of grace,
Melanchthon in the Augustana made faith the condition.

All communicants

received it, but only those who had faith received its benefits.

Never-

theless, Melanchthon·• s desire "to use the customary expressions for the
sake of more easily forming an agreement with the Papists, as he states
in the preface of the Apology, was never more successfully carried out

than in the tenth article of the Confession.
inconsistent with transubstantiation.

A

Nothing is said which is

real bodily presence is af-

firmed while nothing is said about a spiritual presence. 166

163
Ibid., p. 154.
l64Ricbard, ''Melanchtbon and the Augsburg Confession," p. 364.
165stuckenberg, p. 154.
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Stuckenberg argued that if a doctrine could be phrased so carefully as
to be harmonized with the Catholic doctrine, the inference was natural
that the Protestants agreed with the Catholics.
But the most ardent admirer of the Confession must, if he is candid,
acknowledge that the Confession not only fails to reject the Romish
doctrine, but also uses language which may, without violence, be
regarded as in perfect harmony with that doctrine. 1 67
Thus, while the confession does not teach transubstantiation, it does
not reject it either.

It contained nothing to which the strictest papist

could object.
Stuckenberg also regarded it as strange that Melanchthon, while
at Augsburg, opposed all efforts to unite the Protestants.

But the rea-

son can be found in their differing views of the Lord's Supper.

These

differences dealt with the nature of the sacraments and the nature of
Christ's presence in the sacrament.

Zwingli's confession did not

view sacraments as means of grace and recognized only a symbolical presence of Christ.

The Tetrapolitana was unwilling to go along with either

Luther or Zwingli, and so leaves the question of Christ's presence unanswered.

Stuckenberg observed that these differing views of Christ's

presence in the sacrament had their foundation in different views of
the nature of Christ himself.

"These reformers were so firm on this

point because they believed that they were defending the person of the
Lord and Master.

They regarded the Zwinglian doctrine as far more er-

roneous and dangerous than that of the Papists on this subject. 11168 At
the time they believed that if Zwingli's doctrine was true, then the
divine and human in Christ were not inseparably united.

167Ibid., p. 159-60, Footnote.

168Ibid., p. 168.
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Over the years, Melancbthon gradually modified his position on
the presence of Christ in the Eucharist which Schaff defended as representing "a legitimate and necessary phase in the development of Protestant theology, which was publicly recognized in various ways before the
formation of the 'Form of Concord. 111169

Through his contact with Bucer

and Calvin, Melanchthon came to favor Augustine's position on a symbolic
interpretation.

While never becoming a Zwinglian, Schaff believed that

he came to hold firmly to a real spiritual presence of Christ.

In the

Eucharistic controversy, Melanchthon's later view approached that of
Calvin's.

In his exam1uation of the Formula of Concord, Schaff devoted

a major portion of the space to discussing the sacramental Christology of
the seventh and eighth articles.

Chemnitz's Christology mediates between

Luther's and Melanchthon'·a. 170
Those who maintained Luther's position found it difficult to defend Scripturally and were forced to develop Luther's teaching on the
ubiquity of Christ's human nature which he originally taught in order to
support his teaching on the Lord's Supper.

However, it was not incor-

porated in the Lutheran Confessions until the Formula of Concord.

Schaff

argued that article eight of the Formula "gives scholastic support to the
preceding article on the eucharistic presence, and contains an addition
..

to the Lutheran creed. 111 71, He held that it was unwise to introduce "scholastic subtleties of metaphysical theology into a public confession of
faith. 11172 Re believed that all Christians believe in the omnipresence

169schaff, 1:261.

170Ibid., p. 292.

171Ibid., p. 317.
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of Christ's divine nature and of Christ's person, but not of his human
nature.
Schaff identified two views on the ubiquity of Christ.

The

Swabian position of Brentius and Andreae held that in the incarnation the

human nature received the divine majesty,tbe incarnation was at the same
time, a deification of man in Christ.

This view was reflected in the

Epitome which favors the absolute ubiquity of Christ's body in all
creatures (Luther, Brentius, and Andreae).

On

the other hand, the Saxon

view, reflected in the Solid Declaration, assert~ only the relative
ubiquity or multivolipresen·ce (Chemnitz) but neutralizes it with a strong
statement of Luther on the ubiquity of Christ.
The Formula, therefore, is not a real union of the ·Swabian and Saxon
types, but only a series of concessions and counter-concessions, and
mechanical juxtaposition of discordant sentences from both parties.
• • • Moreover, the Formula does not answer and refute, but simply
denies the objections of the Reformed divines, and falls back upon
the incomprehensibility of the mystery of the hypostatic union. 173
Thus, the Lutheran reasoning, be believed, is dogmatic, while the Reformed
position was Scriptural.

Schaff remains convinced that the exegetical

argument remains on the side of the Reformed, but admits that Lutherans
introduce a certain ''mystical and speculative element'.! '"which can serve as
a corrective upon Nestorian tendencies. 174
Schaff maintained that in order to support the doctrine of the
ubiquity of Christ, the Formula of Concord developed the genus maiestaticum.

He accurately identified this doctrine as the principal "lattle-

ground between the Lutheran and Reformed.·11175

Schaff held that the

Formula's teaching on this point raised "the private opinions and
173Ibid., p. 323.
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speculations of Luther, Brentius, and Chemnitz on these topics to the
autbo.c:f.ty of a dogma."

Strict logic, however, c1emands a fourth genus.

If there is any real communication of the properties of the two natures,
it must be a mutual sharing, the one is the necessary counterpart of
the other.

In other words, if the human is capabli! of the divine, the

divine nature ·nust be capable of the b1man.

Stuckenberg felt this was

one difference between Luther and the Formula.

Luther "argues that the

properties of the human are communicated to the divine whilst in the
Formula of Concord the properties of the divine.·.a:ce,:attniT>uted ·tb·. the.~
human, for the purpose of establishing the doctrine of the ubiquity of
Christ's body. 11176 Thus, Christ's divine nature was able to pass through
all the processes of human nature, of being born, suffering, and dying.
Schaff then offered a number of specific criticisms of the Lutheran doctrine on the Lord's Supper and the genus maiestaticum.

First, he

argued that it would be impossible "to construct a truly human life of
our Lord on earth.
Christophany."
antiscriptural."

The genus maiestaticum turns it into a "delusive

Secondly, the "ubiquity is not only unscriptural, but
He dismissed Luther's emphasis on the Greek word estiv

in the words of institution by pointing out that it ''was not even spoken

by our Lord in Aramaic, and can have no conclusive weight." He also contended that the Lutheran doctrine of the eucharist "overlooks the omnipresence of the Holy Spirit, and substitutes for it the corporeal
presence of Christ. 11177

176Stuckenberg, p. 169.
177schaff, 1:325-28. With this last point, Charles Porterfield
Krauth took issue and contended that the Reformed confused the work of
the persons of the Trinity. Instead of a Christocentric faith they
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Conclusion
It cannot be truthfully said that Schmucker or any of the leaders of the General Council during the nineteenth century desired to abandon the confessions and heritage of the Lutheran Church.
retain their Lutheran identity.

They wanted to

However, they sought to modify and im-

prove their Lutheranism in order to adapt it to the American environment.

The two principal concerns which stood foremost in their minds

were first, a desire to further the unity of the church by establishing
a basis upon which all ProtestantJ could stand.

Yet, the basis they

proposed threatened the very life and identity of the Lutheran Church.
Secondly, they exhibited a genuine and profound concern for the freedom
of each individual, the freedom to interpret the Scriptures and believe
as his conscience dictated.

Unfortunately, they failed to see that

this is not necessarily inimical to church confessions or confessional
subscription.

As a result, the leaders of the General Council attempted

to reduce that which was distinctively Lutheran to the "bare essentials."
developed a Spirit-centered faith. "The Person of our Lord and Bis
Sacramental Presence: The Evangelical Lutheran and Reformed Doctrines
Compared; A Review of the 'German Reformed Church' by Rev. E. V.
Gerhardt, D. D. of Franklin and Marshal College," The Evangelical
Review 18 (July 1867):395.

CHAPTER TWO
THE CONFESSIONAL APPROACH
During the first half of the nineteenth century, the Lutheran
Church arrived at a crossroads in its existence in America.

The church

found it necessary to choose between two diverging roads to the fut~re.
The one path could lead to union with other denominations by stating
Lutheran doctrine as broadly as possible.

The other path was that of

confessionalism, a return to Lutheranism's historic roots and principles.
It was this latter road that Charles Porterfield Krauth, Henry Eyster
Jacobs, and Theodore Emanuel Schmauk traveled as they led the General
Council of their day.

It had become their conviction that if the

Lutheran church was not only to survive in an American, pluralistic en. vironment, but was to become a vital force within Christianity itself,
it must boldly, and unyieldingly, confess its faith as set forth in its
historic, symbolical writings.

These men, together with others, combined

to produce within a span of half a century, a vast amount of literature
on the history and theology of Lutheran Confessions.
A chronological reading of these works reveals a steady march
away from their non-confessional background toward an acceptance of all

the symbolical writings of the Lutheran Church.

In addition, these

writings reflect a "confessional approach" to the interpretation and application of the Lutheran symbolical writings, that is, they emphasize
70
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the confessions pre-eminently, as external witnesses to faith's apprehension of Scripture.

This confessional approach to which the leaders of

the General Council staunchly adhered, positioned them midway between
the two dominant--and diametrically opposite-approaches to the Lutheran
Confessions found in America.

The General Council soon found itself not

only nearly equally divided as to language and nationality, but also
struggling between an "American" Lutheranism--the development of "pietistic Lutheranism" as exemplified in the General Synod-and a stricter
"Confessional Lutheranism" recently transplanted from Germany to the
shores of America, found in the synods of the west.
These men moved beyond the General Synod's limited acceptance of
the Augsburg Con·f ession to a whole-hearted, unconditional avowal of
its doctrines.

In contrast with the General Synod's emphasis upon the

temporal character of the confessions--regarding them as non-binding,
historic statements of faith--the General Council emphasized the confessions' contemporary value as witnesses to the abiding and eternal
truth of God's Word.

The men of the General Council also rejected the

General Synod's attempt to reduce the distinctive Lutheran doctrines to
those held in common with all Protestants.

While rejecting many of these

unconfessional elements of the General Synod's theology, they were never
able to fully cast off the influences of their background.

From it,

they··_inherited an emphasis on the indivdual' s conscience together with
some pietistic emphases and an American orientation which shunned enforcement of the faith by what they perceived to be any legalistic means.
Where the differences with the General Synod on confessional
interpretation were clearly doctrinal, the differences with Missouri in
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the approach to the confessions were often more a matter of emphasis-resulting from their different histories--than of doctrine.

Although

both bodies adhered unconditionally to the entire Book of Concord, the
men of the General Council tended to highlight the subjective side, the
fides gua,of the confessions, while Missouri emphasized the objective
side, the £ides quae, of the confessions.

This led the General Council

to highlight their testimonial character, the Missouri Synod, their
normative character.

Furthermore, the General Council emphasized their

purpose as educative whereas Missouri placed a greater stress on church
discipline; the General Council focused on the confessional principle,
the Missouri synod on confessional subscription.

These different ap-

proaches emerged from the peculiar historical circumstances and theological and ecclesiastical attitudes which affected their development as
confessional bodies in America.
The Confessional Principle
To adequately understand the reviv•l of confessionalism among
Lutherans in the east, it must be placed within the wider context of the
confessional reaction in Europe to the Prussian Union of 1817, and the
"revivalism" in America known as the "Second Great Awakening. 111 Both of
these movements attempted to reinvigorate the life of a church which
had been affected by the spiritual sterility of rationalism.

The "Second

Great Awakening," rooted in an experiential, legalistic methodology, was
1see Theodore Tappert, ed. Lutheran Confessional Theology in
America, 1840-1880 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972), pp. 8-23
to see how the confessional movement fit into the wider movement taking
place also in Germany and Norway.
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the backdrop against which Krauth, Jacobs, and the General Council would
emerge.

The confessional revival, a return to the historic doctrines

of the church as its source of vitality, represented the future toward
which they moved.

These men developed their confessional approach in

part as a positive reaction against the former and in part as a result of
their renewed study of the Lutheran dogmaticians and modern confessional
leaders.
Rejection of the Road to Confessional Laxity
Charles Porterfield Krauth (March 17, 1823-January 2, 1883), the
first president of the General Council and, perhaps, the man most responsible for leading eastern Lutheranism back to its confessional moorings, grew up in the shadow of the General Synod leaders.

His father,

Charles Philip Krauth, became president of Pennsylvania College in 1831
and also taught at the General Synod seminary in Gettysburg where Charles
Porterfield studied under S.S. Schmucker and H. I. Schmidt from 183441.

The predominant theological text at the seminary under which Krauth

studied was Schmucker's influential, Elements of Popular Theology, which
emphasized the importance of personal experience over doctrinal formulations and the freedom of the individual conscience in matters of religion.2 When Krauth graduated in 1841, his theological views, as his
early writings attest, were largely in harmony with those then entertained
by his professors at the Gettysburg Seminary.
2For a summary of this book and its influence
important theological influences on Lutherans, see H.
"The Early National Period, 1790-1840," The Lutherans
E. Clifford Nelson,ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,

together with other
George Anderson,
in North America
1975), pp. 129-37.
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Licensed to preach the Gospel and administer the sacraments at a
meeting of the Synod of Maryland, on October 19, 1841, Krauth entered the
pastoral ministry in which he would serve for twenty years before undertaking the full-time duties as editor of the conservative weekly newspaper, The Lutheran and Missionary.

During these pastorates, Krauth con-

fronted the challenges of rejuvenating the spiritual life and vitality
of his members whose knowledge of the Lutheran church was virtually nonexistent.

Growing out of the Second Great Awakening, the predominant re-

vivalistic technique of the day for obtaining a sudden, strongly emotive
conversion was known as the "New Measures. 113 For a time, Krauth himself
appears to have been influenced by this movement, but became less enamored
of it after conducting a thorough study of the entire system.
The result of this was, the discovery of its emptiness, and a deep
and abiding conviction, that the hope of the Church, and her success
in bearing witness for Christ depended, first and last of all, upon
her own heart reception of the Truth in its purity, and upon her
bold and unwavering advocacy of the wonderful doctrines of the
Divine Word. 4

In search of a better way, Krauth sought a fresh orientation from a
Lutheran.perspective by going back· into history.
3~ technique developed by Charles Finney to bring people to the
point of a sudden, emotive conversion. For more information on this
wide-ranging movement which transcended the boundaries of nearly all
denominations, see Winthrop S. Hudson, Religion in America: AnHistorical
Account of the Development of American Religious Life, Third ed. (New
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1981), p. 140-43~ Alan Beimert and Perry
Miller, editors, The Great Awakening: Documents Illustrating the Crisis
and Its Consequences (New York: Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1967)1 and Edwin
Scott Gaustad, A Religious History of America -(New York: Harper & Row,
1966), pp. 149-54.

4c. w. Schaeffer, "In Memoriam of c. P. Krauth," Lutheran Church
Review2 (April 1883):144. "Scarcely a young pastor could be found who
was not, for a season, carried forward headlong by the tide; and even
among the older men, the proportion was small of those who were not its
passive advocates," p. 146.
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In his research, Krauth focused upon.the development of the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century.5 His father, a professor
at the Gettysburg Seminary who did.rnot share all the views of his col+. .
league S.S. Schmucker regarding Lutheranism and who bad become acquainted with much of the literature flowing from Germany exercised considerable influence upon the studies of Krauth.

He encouraged his son

to study the Bible in its original languages as well as the German language in which, he believed, one could find some of the best, contemporary theological works, not to mention the classics of Lutheranism.

Des-

pite preaching several times a week and calling upon people for up to
five hours a day, Krauth followed his father's advice, and from the early

.

days of bis ministry he devoured the Lutheran theological works of the
sixteenth century Reformers and seventeenth century dogmaticians, as
well-as ranging through the more contemporary works of Hengstenberg,
Harless, Rudelbach, Guericke, Schmid, among others.

Slowly and relent-

lessly, Krauth moved toward a consistent Lutheran confessionalism.
After assuming his duties as editor of the Lutheran and Missionary
in 1861, Krauth found himself debating Benjamin Kurtz, a General Synod

man, and a stout advocate of New Measures, on the meaning of Lutheranism and the role of the Lutheran church in America.

He soon arrived

at the conclusion that there could no longer be any reconciliation or
peaceful co-existence between "Old Lutheranism" and ''New Lutheranism."
The result of Krauth·' s growing conviction of the necessity for the
Lutheran church to build upon its confessional foundation led to the
break of the Pennsylvania Ministerium with the General Synod in 1865
5Tappert, p. 41.
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and the subsequent formation of the General Council in 1866.
The second important representative of the confessional approach
is Henry Eyster Jacobs (Nov. 10, 1844-July 7, 1932), perhaps the General Council's premier historian and systematician.

Like Krauth, he

spent his earlier years in a doctrinally lax environment having been
bom and raised in the backyard of the Gettysburg Seminary.

During

the Civil War, Jacobs enlisted in the Christian Commission, an interdenominational relief agency and served as an aide to the injured.
While working among the wounded Jacobs leamed of the joys of being a
pastor as he later wrote, "I learned that there can be no higher gratification on earth than to feel the pressure of the hand of one too weak
to speak, when the consolations of the Gospel are administered."

At the

same time, Jacobs' contact with many other Christians forced him to recognize the varied character of American Christianity and to understand
those with whom he disagreed.

''Here started an American wistfulness

about other Christians, which led him to worship with others, attend
their conferences and review their books. 116 These experiences raised
questions in his mind regarding denominational differences and led Jacobs
to the point where he felt he must decide what denomination with which he
would be affiliated.

If he discovered that the Lutheran church was cor-

rect, he would act accordingly.

If not, he would attend Union seminary •

.Jacobs wrote, "I preferred to be a consistent Congregationalist rather
than an inconsistent Lutheran, but hoped that it would be possibly to
~enry E. Horn, "Henry Eyster Jacobs - An Appreciation," in
Memoirs of Henry Eyster Jacobs (Huntington, PA·: Church Management Service,
1974), p. vi.
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be a consistent Lutheran."7

In his studies, Jacobs wanted to work out

for himself on which side he would ultimately stand and not be influenced
by his father, Schmucker, or Schaeffer.
To that end, Jacobs--like Krauth before him--embarked upon an
intensive study of the entire Lutheran theological system.

For each

work he studied, he took notes, made a rough outline, compiled and wrote
out the results together with his own insights and illustrations from the
Bible.

He focused his research on the works of the seventeenth century

dogmaticians such as David Bollaz, John Gerhard, John William Baier,
Giles Hunnius and Leonard Bu:tter.

Of all these dogmaticians, Jacobs re-

garded Chemnitz as having the greatest impact upon his theological development.

Jacobs wrote, "I also diligently read the Symbolical Books.

But

they did not impress me so much as did the Dogmaticians." 8
Krauth appears not to have figured significantly in the confes- ·
sional development of Jacobs who, being of a more irenic nature, shied
away from the polemics and partisanship sometimes exhibited by Krauth.
Jacobs indicated that it was not the writings of Krauth in the Lutheran
and Missionary, but his "study of the old theologians and the extravaganzas of the radicals," that made him a conservative.

As Krauth before

him, a reaction against the emotional excesses of contemporary revival
methods and the subsequent study of Lutheran history and theology combined to lead Jacobs toward a conservative confessional position.

In

assessing the revival system of Methodists, Jacob highlighted its essen-

tial difference with Lutheranism., "it was justification per Christum
7Jacobs,
8tbid., p. 89

its, p. 84.
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propter £idem, instead of the reverse.

Faith, too, was emphasized as an

act, not as an attitude or state of mind. 11 9 This, he noted, harmonized
with the entire revival system which aimed at bringing a person to conscious experience of faith which then became the basis of one's assurance
of salvation.

However, Jacobs' experience in the Christian Commission

and his study of the Lutheran dogmaticians combined to give his writings
a style that was restrained and mild, avoiding the polemical tone of
Krauth or Schmauk.
joy for its work:

Once in the ministry, Jacobs demonstrated a great

"My heart was intent on the ministry, and that too, on

the most practical part of it. 1110
Of the three men, only Theodore Emanuel Schmauk (May 30, 1860Mar.23, 1920) grew up in what may be considered a conservative theological environment and later became one of the second-generation leaders of
the General Council.

Early in his life, Krauth and William Mann led

Schmauk to enroll at the University of Pennsylvania, then in 1880, at
the age of twenty, Schmauk entered the Philadelphia Seminary where he
took up his studies with zeal and enthusiasm.

(Unlike Jacobs, Krauth

exerted a strong influence upon the theological development of Schmauk).
Be was one of the first students to graduate from the new seminary established in Pennsylvania and a member of the last class that studied under
Krauth.

He entered the ministry as an associate pastor of his father at

the Salem Lutheran Church in Lebanon, Pennsylvania, the church of his
youth for twelve years, where he served for fifteen years (1883-1898).
As a pastor, he undertook systematic visitations of the sick and needy,

9Ibid., p. 87.

10

Ibid., p. 84.
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a practice which he would continue to the end of his life.

Together

with calling on the sick, he insisted that the "call to preach and teach
the Gospel and to minister to souls was the supreme obligation of the ordained minister. 1111 Schmauk was especially interested in ministry to
young people and,during the 1890s, developed a graded series of Sunday
School lessons for the General Council.

In 1903, Schmauk followed in

the footsteps of Krauth and Jacobs by becoming president of the General
Council, a position which he held for fourteen years until the General
Council became a part of the United Lutheran Church.
The Road to the Confessional Principle
While the leaders of the General Council had embraced the faith
set forth in the Lutheran Confessions, there remained many among their
members who did not yet share their confessional stance.

To assist these

people who were unfamiliar and unaccustomed to creeds and their role
within the church, the men of the General Council addressed a number of
preliminary questions on the.necessity, nature, and role of confessions
within the church before leading their people to an acceptance of the
confessional writings of the Lutheran Church.

These leaders of the Gen-

eral Council formulated what is commonly called "the confessional principle" which established the relationship of confessions to the Scriptures, to faith, and to the right of private judgment.

The "confessional

principle" of these men emphasized the nature of confessions as primarily
Spirit wrought responses of faith which give witness to one's understanding
11George W. Sandt, Theodore Emanuel Schmauk: A Biographical
Sketch With Liberal Quotations from his Letters and other Writings
~Philadelphia:. Un.ited Lutheran Publication House, 1921),. , p.· 220.
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of Scripture.

This "confessional principle" became the guiding and or-

ganizing motif for their approach to the interpretation and application
of the Lutheran Confessions to the faith and life of the church.
Krauth, the first to formulate the "Confessional Principle,"
stressed that confessions are the external voice of faith's apprehension
of Scripture.

Confessions.do ·not supplant nor supplement Scripture, but

find their source in the Scriptures for, as he wrote, "the object of a
Creed is not to find out what God teaches (we go to the Bible for that)
but to show what we believe. 1112 Accordingly, Krauth emphasized that
churchly confessions are primarily marks of the unity of faith whereby
members recognize each other as belonging to the same communion.

On

the

relation of faith to confession, Krauth wrote:
But what is the unity of the Church! • • • True unity is oneness in
faith, as taught in the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ • • • • Outward hmnan forms are nothing; ecclesiastical government, so far as
it is of man, is nothing; all things are nothing, if there be not
this oneness of faith. With it begins, in its life continues, in
its death ends, all true unity. There can be, there is, no true
unity but in the faith • • • • The one token of this unity, that by
which this internal thing is made visible, is on expression of faith,
one "form of sound words," used in simple earnestness, and meaning
the same to all who employ it.13
Krauth incorporated this fundamental understanding of the purpose and
role of confessions into the constitution of the General Council.

Known

as the Principles of Faith and Polity, Krauth wrote, "the Unity of the
Church is witnessed to, and made manifest in, the solemn, public and
12Charles Porterfield Krauth, The Conservative Reformation and
Its Theology: As Represented ini:the Augsburg Confession, and in the
History and Literature of the Evangelical Lutheran Church (Philadelphia:
J.B. Lippincott, 1871), p. 184.
13Lutheran and Missionary (April 4, 1866), reprinted in Adolph
Spaeth, Charles Porterfield Krauth, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: General Council Publication House, 1909), pp. 96-7.

.
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official Confessions which are set forth • • • • "

Thereby, Christians

"who are in the Unity of faith, may know each other as such, and may have
a visible bond of fellowship."

For Lutherans, Krauth asserted, the ac-

ceptance of the doctrines of the Augsburg Confession without equivocation
or mental reservation "make, mark, and identify that Church," which is ·:.
the Lutheran church. 14
The men of the General Council tended to emphasize the Augsburg
Confession as the primary confession of the Lutheran Church and the remaining writings as secondary confessions.

The constitution reflected

this tendency by .d eclaring that the Unaltered Augsburg Confession was
the "distinctive confession of the Lutheran Church,"" the pre-eminent confession of the Lutheran ·c hurch which defines what is truly Lutheran.
Not everyone in the General Council had favored the distinction. 15
Charles

r.

Schaeffer, in a report presented to but not adopted by the

General Council, urged equal recognition of all the confessional writings
and felt it would give the erroneous impression that the remaining writings were not to be as highly regarded.

This seems to have been the case

with Philip Schaff, the Reformed confessional scholar, who claimed that
the General Council's constitution subordinated the other confessions to
the Augustana.

Yet this designation appears to have been based both upon

the antiquity of the confession and its universal acceptance by Lutheran
churches.

They insisted that the remaining symbolical books are correct

14Richard C. Wolf, Documents of Lutheran Unity (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1966), p. 163.
15Charles F. Schaeffer, a conservative Lutheran, also translated
"Flacius Illyricus and Bis Time," The Evangelical Review 14 (July 1863):
481-582.
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expositions of the Augsburg Confession and as they "set forth none other
than its system of doctrine and articles of faith, they are of necessity
pure and scriptura1. 11l6
The extent to which these confessions must be adhered in order
to define what it meant to be a Lutheran, Krauth revealed in Article 4,
of the Fundamental Principles of Faith and Polity:
That Confessions may be such a testimony of Unity and bonds of Union,
they must be accepted in every statement of doctrine in their own
true, native, original and only sense. Those who set them forth and
subscribe them, must not only agree to use the same wordsi but must
use and understand those words in one and the same sense. 7
This stood in sharp contrast to the formula for the ordination of candidates by the General Synod, that one accepted the fundamental doctrines
of the Augsburg Confession as substantially correct.

Krauth not only

stressed that confessions mark the.unity of faith, but by marking the
unity of faith, confessions also separate one from those "whose doctrines
are in conflict with the true sense of the Rule of Faith1118

In particu~

lar, Krauth viewed the confessions as setting forth the distinctiveness
of the Lutheran faith over against the Reformed theology which had made
many inroads among Lutherans.
Jacobs, in his writings, followed the lead of Krauth in stressing
the confessions as distinctive marks which both unite and distinguish.
In his

s,unmary of the Christian Faith, Jacobs brought together years of

reflection on the matter and asserted that confessions served three basic
purposes.

They are:

1) bonds of union enabling people of the same faith

to recognize one another; 2) marks by which one may distinguish their
16wolf, p. 145.

17Ibid., pp. 144, 145.

18Krauth, Conservative Reformation, p. 169.
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communion from other communions; 3) "solemn contracts" by which public
preachers and teachers are to be regulated. 19 With regard to the last
point, Jacobs believed that confessions are as necessary to a church organization and proper order as a constitution is for a society.

But,

he asserted, that loyalty is required both to the faith of the confession,
and to the particular confession as one of the forms in which the faith
is expressed.

"It is not the formal subscription to the Confessions, but

it is the sincere acceptance of the doctrines they state and defend, that
determines the real ecclesiastical standing of a pastor. 1120

It was this

aspect of the confessional principle that Jacobs emphasized throughout
his life.
As Krauth's task had been to bring the General Council to the
point where they accepted the Lutheran Confessions as their foundation
for faith and life, it fell to Jacobs to fortify that commitment by turning his attention to the task of engendering and nurturing a common
faith among the General Council's members.

Jacobs believed that the

Lutheran Confessions could only be fully appreciated to the extent that
one passed through conflicts similar to those who formulated them:
we read in them the doubts and difficulties that have had an existence in our own inner life, and recognize the solutions there presented, as those also which God's Spirit in his Word has given us,
the Confessions become as dear to us as our own Christian experience,
and we can no more disown them, or fail to acknowledge and defend
them, than we can deny our Christian life, and -a ll upon which that
life depends. 21

As

19uenry Eyster Jacobs, Summary of the Christian Faith (Philadelphia: General Council Publishing House, 1907), p. 445.
20Ibid., p. 454.

21aenry Eyster Jacobs, "The Confessional Principle and the Confessions," Lutheran Quarterly 11 (January, 1881):14-42.

...
·84

Hence Jacobs highlighted the need to share the faith of the confessions
before sharing the confession of the faith; the faith, was primary, the
confession was secondary. 22 These emphases reappear in Jacobs' studies
of the confessions.
Schmauk confronted a generation for which it was no longer as
necessary to distinguish and defend Lutheranism vis-a-vis the Reformed,
as it was to strengthen the members of the General Council in the confessional heritage bequeathed to them by the founders of the council.
Consequently, in-his exposition of the confessional principle, Schmauk
built upon the distinctive emphases of Krauth and Jacobs.

Be took the

confessional principle and stressed that its primary purpose was not to
distinguish one faith or religious cotmDunion from another, but to distinguish in order to teach, :'"and to teach in order to bring about a united
avowal. 1123 A confession, he wrote, is always the "principle of the
Gospel, namely Testimony, an6 the object of Testimony is neither Enforcement nor Evasion, but is Teaching and Conviction. 1124

This educative

purpose became one of the important themes of Schmauk's Confessional
Principle and the Confessions of the Lutheran Church in which he enunciated his view of the purposes and uses of creeds within the church.
fessions are necessary, he wrote, because:

Con-

1) they summarize Scripture

22eenry Eyster Jacobs, "The Confessional Principle [Review of
Schmauk's work]," The Lutheran, July 20, 1911, PP• 677, 775.
23Theodore Emanuel Scbmauk and C. Theodore Benze, The Confessional Principle and the Confessions of the Lutheran Church as Embodying the Evangelical Confession of the -C hristian Church (Philadlephia:
General Council Pu'llication Board, 1911), p. 71.

24Ibid., pp. 71, lxxxiii.
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(Confessionalism is the Church providentially guided to put the Bible
into a nutshell in order to guide the faith of her children); 25 2) they
interpret it for the church; 3) they "bring us into agreement in the one
true interpretation, and thus set up a public standard, which becomes a
·guard against false doctrine and practice;" 4) "and this is their most
important use. they become the medium of instruction. or education, of
one generation to the next, in their preservation, transmission and communication through all future ages of the one true faith of the Church."
Again, "the chief value of a Chm:ch Confession is education, rather than

restrictive • • • its purpose is to teach the Churcb. 112 6
Schmauk drew a sharp distinction between the terms "confessions"
and "symbols." He felt that the term "symbol," whose "fundamental idea
is the hwnan operation of comparing different truths for the purpose of
reaching a decision as to them, and finally of so marking the conclusion
reached that it can be distinguished and recognized, 1127 tended to draw
one's attention to the extemal and human side of the confession as a
norm that is to be enforced through legalistic means.

This he regarded

as a renmant of an earlier era when church and state were conjoined and

traced the origin of such requirements back to the Religious Peace of
Augsburg, 1555 pointing out that the princes and magistrates were ~he official representatives of the Reformation.

This meant that they became

the public defenders of the new -doctrine, framed by the theologians, but
legalized only when adopted by the secular government. 1128
25sandt. p. 247.
26schmauk, Confessional Principle, pp. 21,
27 tbid., p. 72.

ss.

28 tbid., p. 572.
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Consequently,
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Schmauk believed that this accounted for t~e strong emphasis on subscription by church parties in Germany.

In America, however, this secu+

lar aspect must be divorced from a consideration of the confessions
proper, since it is now only a "secondary matter in a cotm.try where the
legal aspects of a religious faith are not primary, and where the legal
sanctions of the State are separate and apart."

Schmauk believed that

the binding subscription of ministers or churches belonged not to the
nature of a confession, but to church order. 29
With this stance, Schmauk sought to keep the General Council
positioned between what he identified as the two extreme attitudes to-

ward the confessions within the United States.

The one reduced the con-

tent of the confessions by the use of private judgment and mental reservation, while the other externalized the confessions into a mechanical
literalism which then becomes chiefly a legalistic pledge for subscription.

Both of these extremes, he believed, were_destructive to the

nature and purpose of a confession.

As a result, he sought to steer

the General Council between these

extremes, insisting that a symbol

two

of the church, "in its highest essence, is the Church's Witness and
Testimony of the faith within to the Faith without. 1130
Stopping Short of Missouri's Practice
With their adoption of the "confessional principle" the General
Council moved away from the position of the General Synod and towards
that of Missouri.

In their constitution they had adopted perhaps the

most rigorous confessional statement of any Lutheran body in the United

29 Ibid., pp. 572-73, Lxxxvii.

30Ibid., pp. lxxxiii, 65.
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States and, as far as an official, formal unconditional commitment to
the confessions, the General Council's position appeared to differ little
from Missouri.

But when it came to applying the confessions in the life

of the church, their emphasis on the Confessional Principle, in contrast
to Missouri's emphasis upon confessional subscription, revealed a difference in approach to the confessions.

In practice, especially in the

area of church fellowship and unionism, the men of the General Council
stopped short of what they perceived to be the confessional rigidity and
legalistic practice espoused by the Missouri Synod.
In order to extend the hand of fellowship to other lutherans, the
General Council required only that they acknowledge in their cons·t itutions that the Lutheran Confessions. defined what it meant to be a Lutheran.

As has been pointed out, this "constitutional" approach to fellow-

ship "did not preclude the possibility of disagreement among the member
synods over the interpretation of the Lutheran Confessions. 1131

It dare

not be assumed, however, that the General Council believed Lutheran unity
must be limited only to a consensus regarding official statements. 32

It

was not that the leaders of the General Council were ignorant of the
need for consistent practice in harmony with their public profession, nor
31John H. Tietjen, Which Way to Lutheran Unity? A History of
Efforts to Unite the Lutherans of America (St. Louis: Clayton Publishing
House, 1966; reprinted St. Louis: Concordia Publishing Bouse, 1975), p.

48.
32Ibid. Tietjen expressed his favor for uniting Lutherans only
on the basis of confessional subscription. But one must recognize a difference between adopting this approach for the express purpose of allowing doctrinal disagreements within the body, and adopting this purpose
with the view towa~d reaching a mutual understanding on all doctrines.
This was the position of the General Council. They did not intend to
permit such disagreements to continue indefinitely.
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were they entirely adverse to some form of doctrinal discipline.

They

insisted that the Lutheran Confessions must be understood in the same,
native sense in which they were intended.

Also, Krauth, in an 1877 arti-

~·-entitled, "The Relations of the Lutheran Church to Denominations Around
Us," emphasized that there must be agreement between practice and principle.

Krauth wrote that when

we come to the real question--the heart of the whole question--the
question of right relation, we consider the relation de jure of what
is called the Lutheran Church, and with which the.relation of the
Lutheran Church de facto ought to coincide throughout.33

----

Jacobs also admitted that the congregations in the General Council were
not perfect or ideal.

There were abuses that needed to be corrected and

practices which had to be revised.

What they sought to do was to utilize

their coDDDOn agreement on the Lutheran Confessions as a basis and forum
from which would emerge an agreement on the individual doctrines of those
confessions.

Once church standards were affirmed, the church "had to

be taught to live up to the standards. 1134
In the latter quarter of the nineteenth century, a storm arose
because many English-speaking congregations occasionally practiced open
communion.

This prompted many of the German members of the General

Council to voice their protest and to push for a firmer declaration on
the subject of pulpit and altar fellowship.

One step in the direction

of developing a practice consistent with their strong, public, confessional stance was the formulation, in 1875, of the Galesburg Rule which
insisted that Lutheran pulpits must be reserved for Lutheran ministers
33Tappert, p. 113.
34Tietjen, p. 54.
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and Lutheran altars for Lutheran people.35

Its immediate forerunner,

the Akron Rule of 1872 had orig:t,nally included a clause permitting exceptions to the rule at the discretion of the pastor.

Its removal in the

Galesburg Rule provoked an outcry from the English-speaking element with
the result that a vigorous debate ensued between the English and German
speaking elements in the Council about the true intention and interpretation of the rule.
The Galesburg Rule must be interpreted against the backdrop of
the confessional principle which it intended to apply.

Jacobs wrote that

Krauth had made two remarks to him that may be useful for its interpretation:

1) a aynodicial resolution is often proposed simply to elicit dis-

cussion; 2) in December 1877, where he expected that there would be a
warm debate, "I carry both sides within my own heart. 1136 According to
Jacobs, and consistent with his confessional principle, Krauth regarded
the Galesburg Rule not as a law, but as a principle ti ~-~ Its ::lnt:ent was not
to coerce the practice of any congregation, but to set forth the true
principle on this subject and direct their intention to it.
meant to be, "not govemmental, but educational. 1137

It was

It was made with the

full expectation that sooner or later, it would be accepted by all the
churches.

Jacobs himself did not regard it as a very great advance, but

only as an interpretation of the Akron Declaration which was in ecclesiastical terms a compromise.

One side could say, according to Jacobs,

35Bugene L. Fevold, "Coming of Age, 1875-1900," in The Lutherans
In North America, pp. 310-13.
36Jacobs, Memoirs, p. 190.

37 Ibid., p. 190.
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that no changes had been made, the other that it was a repudiation of
all exceptions.
Regarding the Galesburg Rule it has sometimes been held that it
was due to the pressure exerted on the General Council from the German
immigrants, who were in turn·being pulled by Missouri, that Krauth "may
have taken a more rigid position than he would otherwise have done. 1138
That there was external pressure upon the -G eneral Council is undeniable,
as Jacobs attests, "everything must be raised to a standard that would
satisfy Missouri. 1139
pressure is debatable.

But that Krauth went further as a result of this
Bis writings reveal the slow, but inexorable pro-

gress towards a consistent confessional position in both principle and
practice.

Krauth's writings on the Lutheran Confessions from 1844-1865

manifest a growing conviction that the Lutherans of his day must identify
themselves in principle with the historic Confessions of the Lutheran
Church while, in the period stretching from 1866 to the end of his life,
Krauth emphasizes the need for confessional integrity.

The pressure

from the German element may have moved him to that "rigid" position
sooner than he would have liked.

But that he maintained there was need

for confessional consistency there can be no doubt.

The question was

not whether there should be consistency but rather when and how to
achieve it.
Overall, Krauth, .Jacobs, and Schmauk viewed their situation as
analogous to that during the days of the Reformation, when, they argued,
it took more than a generation to fully imbibe the principles of the
Reformation, when "changes had to be effected as a result of inner
38Tappert, p. 101.

39Jacobs, Memoirs, p. 192.

91

conviction, and by a process of quiet growth rather than byextreme violence.1140

Since the leaders of the General Council had been the first to

be affected by the confessional revival they regarded it as their duty
gently to lead their members by means of persuasion and education to
the same point.

The official acceptance of the Lutheran confessions by

a church body opened the door for fa.utheran fellowship but did not obviate the need to build a consensus in and on the faith.
sarily required patience.

This neces-

Schmauk felt that, by his day, great progress

had already been made in counteracting laxity in practice and in promoting true conservatism.

He continued to oppose any other means, especially

disciplinary, believing that "the rigid, legalistic spirit which would
foster a rebellion and consequent break in those bodies themselves. 1141
In view of their desire to become more consistent in practice, they
chafed under what they considered to be the unfair criticism by Missouri
and others over the speed with which they moved and the means they chose
to bring their practice in line with their profession.

The feeling

persisted that the western synods did not appreciate the history of the
Lutheran church in America sufficiently to understand their predicament.
In the end, why did the General Council stop short of the position adopted by the Missouri Synod? Was it because they disagreed with
Missouri's insistence on consistency in practice?

They admitted that

consistency ~emanded practice in harmony with one's public profession.
Did the Missouri Synod reject the General Council because of an opposition to the Confessional Principle? Walther himself frequently spoke of
40Ibid., p. 191.

41 Sandt, p. 160.
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the necessity for the members of the church, and especially its pastors,
to possess the faith of the church within one's heart in order to confess
that faith.

Why then were they unable to move closer to one another?

The answer may lie in their different histories.

The General Council and

Missouri Synod began life in America at different confessional starting
points and represented different stages along the same road.

Not hav-

ing traveled as far as Missouri, the General Council had not had the time
to work out all the implications for practice of their public profession
of faith.

Where the General Council regarded the "Confessional Principle"

as standing at the forefront of the confessional questions confronting
the church, the Missouri Synod regarded it as a "given," an assumption
or presupposition.

For the General Council, unity in the faith of the

confessions was a goal toward which they strived to move the church on
the basis of their commitment to the Lutheran Confessions; ;for Missouri,
it was but to be the starting point for any type of fellowship.
Histories of the Lutheran Confessions
The histories of the confessions written by the leaders of the
General Council reflect the concerns expressed in their confessional
principles.

Addressing a public which had been detached from its Euro-

pean roots for two and even three .generations, they sought to reacquaint
the Lutheran pastors and people with their confessional heritage through
the writing of histories of the confessions together with an examination and translation of the documents themselves.

In these works, they

frequently argued for the need of the Lutheran church to accept, in their
totality, all the symbolical books of the Lutheran church.

Consonant ·

.
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with their confessional principle they hoped that this educational approach would engender a strong confessional consciousness and commitment.
As they attempted to establish and maintain a confessional identity and integrity, each of these individuals produced studies which addressed specific concerns and crises which threatened to efface the
identity and drain the vitality of the Lutheran Church in the nineteenth
century.

In the mid-1800s, Krauth faced the unenviable task of turning

back the rising tide of confessional indifference and doctrinal unionism
among many Lutherans.

From the early days of the colonial period Lu-

therans were surrounded by a plurality of religious bodies with which
they had to co-exist peacefully.

In many of the various Protestant bod-

ies, rationalistic and pietistic thought combined to emphasize the importance of the individual's life and feelings with a corresponding
de-emphasis on propositional theology.

As a result, doctrinal indiffer-

entism and unionistic worship services, even among Lutherans, became the
rule, not the exception by the 1800s.

In addition, Lutherans faced a

shortage of pastors trained in Lutheran theology and a paucity of Lutheran literature available in the English language.

It was perhaps only

natural then that many Lutherans turned to their Reformed neighbors for
assistance, especially faced with the necessity of having to survive
in a country without financial assistance from the state.

These forces

threatened during the first half of the century, to force the amalgamation
the Lutheran Church into a generic, American Protestantism. 42 In his
42Robert H. Fischer provides a good, five point summary of the
American context in which Lutherans found themselves, in "The Confessionalism of American Lutheran Church Bodies of German Background," The
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many writings, which culminated in 1871 with his monwaental work, The
Conservative Reformation and Its Theology. Krauth set out to draw once
again the line of demarcation between Lutheranism and ~.efQrmed Protestantism by setting before the Lutheran public, the distinctiveness of
Lutheran, confessional theology.

Throughout his work, Krauth consistently

argued that if the distinctive doctrines of the Lutheran church were
ignored, both the identity and· integrity of Lutheranism in America would
soon be eviscerated.
When the mantle of leadership passed from Krauth to Jacobs, a
transitional figure between Krauth and Schmauk, the Jacob's writings reflected similar concerns.

Yet in some ways, with a more irenic nature

and an aversion to polemics, Jacobs' role was analogous to that of
Melanchthon; he became the teacher of the General Council.

He viewed his

task not so much as that of an initiator, one who forged new paths for
the church, as had been done by Krauth, but as one who strengthened,
historically and theologically, the confessional foundation of the
General Council.

Historically, he sought to demonstrate the General

Council's continuity with both the colonial.church of Henry Muhlenberg and
the Lutheran church of the sixteenth century.

Theologically, he sought

to acquaint Lutherans with the theology of the Lutheran Church by publishing for lay people, Elements of Religion in 1894,and for seminary
students, S1tJDJDa~y of the Christian Faith thirteen years later.

His great-

est contribution to the General Council, and to American Lutheranism,
Church and the Confessions, Vilmos Vajta and Bans Weissgerber, eds.
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1963), p. 74. He also correctly notes
that the confessional revival in the east took place for the most part,
independently of the confessional revival in Europe.
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came when he made the symbolical writings of the Lutheran Church available to the English speaking elements of the church, through his signi~ ficant and influential, translation of the Book of Concord.
By the turn of the century, new crises endangered the confessional
revitalization which had been initiated by Krauth forty years earlier.
Higher criticism of the Bible began to make inroads into the Lutheran
church and threatened to erode the confessional conmitment of those who
were in the General Council.

In one of his first addresses as president

of the General Council, Schmauk called attention to this dangerous decline of loyalty exhibited toward the General Council.

Faced with a

second generation of members who had not fought the battles of their
fathers for a confessional Lutheranism, Schmauk published his massive
work, The Confessional Principle and the Confessions of the Lutheran
Church for the purpose of renewing the inner confessional resolve of the
church.

Schmauk believed that if the church was to resist the impact of

higher criticism and the right of the individual conscience over any
authority, even Scripture, the church must continually-wield its one and
only weapon through which the power of truth would shine--it must confess its faith.

Schmauk wrote, that the Lutheran church is a church

which "stakes all on bearing Witness. Her office is one of Public Proclamation and Confession of the Truth as it is

in Christ Jesus.

The

Preaching of God's Word, pure and as given in Scripture, is her central
activity • • • •

She is the Church of faithful, regular and continuous

Witness to the truth. 1143
43schmauk, The Confessional Principle, p. xiii.
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Pastoral Value of the Confessions
In order to persuade their pastors to embrace the study of the
Lutheran church's symbolical writinss, the leaders of the General Council
frequently extolled the pastoral value of the confessions for the Christian life.

In an attempt to stimulate fresh study of the Augsburg Con-

fession, Krauth published in 1849, "The Relation of Our Confessions to
the Reformation and the Importance of their Study, with an Outline of
the Early History of the Augsburg Confessions."

Convinced that the bet-

ter one lmew and understood the teachings of the Lutheran Church, the
more one would appreciate and love her, Krauth voiced his conviction that
if one only would carefully study the confessions, one would be led to
embrace them.

Krauth reported that upon hearing the presentation of the

Augsburg Confession, not only many princes and nobles were favorably inclined toward the Lutherans, but even the emperor himself became disposed
toward the evangelical point of view.
This much is certain, that although previous to the reading of the
Confession he had exhibited great moderation in the matter, yet
after hearing it he became still more gracious--appeared to incline
more and more to the Protestant side, and intimated, in
obscure
44
manner, his favorable feeling to John, Elector of Saxony.

no

Krauth attributed the Emperor's eventual siding with the Roman party as
being due to the papal party employing every means at their disposal to
attack the confession.
In The Conservative Reformation and Its Theology. Krauth asserted
that it was not enough to read about the confessions, one must digest the
confessional writings themselves in order to discover what it truly means
to be a Lutheran.
44Ibid., p. 41.
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We reply, that an immense treasure lies in a narrow compass, and
within the reach of every minister in our land. By a careful study
of the symbolical books of our Church, commencing with the Augsburg
Confession and its Apology, a more thorough understanding of the
history, difficulties, true genius, and triumphs of the Reformation will be attained, than by reading everything that can be got,
or that has ever been written about that memorable movement.45
He believed that the tone imparted to the mind and heart by the theology
of the Reformation

is just what was most needed in his day.

Those who

understood best the theology of the Reformation as contained in the
symbolical books "have most confidence in it, and the strongest affection for it. 1146
Even more than Krauth, Jacobs continued to stress the practical,
pastoral value of the confessions for proper pastoral care.

Jacobs

sought to counteract prevailing misconceptions of the Confessions as
dry, lifeless, abstract and fossilized dogmatic propositions and stressed
that they deal with the very center and heart of Christian concerns and
life. 47

In presenting the theological position of the Lutherans, the

authors of the confessions frequently have as their thrust
How will this doctrine appear to a heart struggling under the sense
of God's wrath? What comfort will this bring a wotm.ded conscience?
How are men struggling under the weight of their sins, upon their
deathbeds to be taught the way to life1 and with the earnestness of
men to whom such questions are of more importance than the whole
world, and who after intense conflict have at length entered into
the peace which God promises his children, they not only ask them,
but present from the Word of iod, a clear and irrefutable answer,
on which the heart can rest. 4
In the same essay, delivered on the tricentennial jubilee of the Book of
45Krauth, Conservative Reformation, p. 204.
46Ibid., p. 206.
47 Jacobs, "Confessional Principle and the Confessions," p. 19.
48Ibid., p. 20.
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Concord, Jacobs emphasized the symbolical writings of the Lutheran church
as confession of living trutn · born in the crucible of conflict within
men's hearts and against the world. 49
In this connection, Jacobs argued that the Book of Concord was
not to be used as book of proof texts, but "must always be interpreted
upon their historical background, and their statements should be applied
in the sense in which they were intended by their authors.

Incidental

illustrations, citations and even arguments do not have the authority
that belongs to the form in which the doctrine itself is stated. 1150 To
appreciate them properly though, one must not merely know the "external"
history of the Confessions, but rather their "inner" history.

He stressed

that in the study of the "inner" history of the confessions, the pastors
and teachers of the church will find an important aid and guide in their
symbolical books on how best to apply the teaching of God's word for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness to the necessities
of the time.

This, Jacobs believed, would bring about a proper revival

within the church.
Jacobs continued to stress the practical.value of the Lutheran
Confessions for pastors.

In his historical :Introduction to the Book of

Concord, he wrote,
to one charged with the care of souls the frequent reading of the
Apology is invaluable, on account of the manner in which it solves
difficulties connected with the most vital points in Christian experience; while the private Christian, although perhaps compelled to
pass by some portions occupied with learned discussions, will find
in many--we say in most--parts what is in fact a book of practical
49 Ibid., p. 1 8 •

50Jacobs, Summary of the ·C hristian Faith, p. 4S4.
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religion. The chapter "Of Love and Fulfilling of the Law," with the
preceding more learned and technical one on justification, Philippi
ap·tly remarks, bears to the entire contents of the confessional writings the same relation the.:Epistle to the Romans has to the entire
Scriptures, their "kern und st~;" so clearly are they grounded in
scriptural experience, so triumphant, edifying and consoling is their
development. 51
As a book on spirituality and Christian living, Jacobs regarded the sec-

tion on "Love and the Fulfilling of the Law" as a worthy predecessor to
Johann Arndt's True Christianity and thought that it should be distributed as a tract for families and used as a textbook in classrooms.

He

concurred with Philippi that Apology IV bears same .relation to the Book
of Concord that Paul's Romans does to the Bible.
that the

Roman

doctrine was a doctrine of doubt

It shows everywhere
and despair and pre-

sents Lutheran doctrine as a firm foundation and footing for Christ~
ians. 52
Making the Confessions Available in English
In their endeavor to educate their Lutheran people who had been
cut off from their geographical and theological roots for several generations, the leaders of the General Council put their confessional principle into practice by making available the confessions themselves,
together with documents illuminating their development and meaning, in
the English language for the laity and pastors to study first hari.d.

If

English speaking people were to become adherents to Lutheran confessionalism, the faith of the confessions had to be widely available in the

51Benry Eyster Jacobs, The Book of Concord; or, The Symbolical
Books of the Evangelical Lutheran Church with Historical Introduction,
Notes, Appendixes and Indexes, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: G. W. Frederick,
1882), 2:41.
52Jacobs, "The Confessional Principle and the Confessions,"
p. 28.
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native language of this country.

Herein lie some of the most significant

contributions to the field of Lutheran symbolics of these early confessional scholars.
A year after Krauth published his article "On the Relation of
the Confessions to the Reformation," he translated "The Articles of
Torgau" with references to the parallel articles in the Augsburg Confession intended both as an appendix to that article of 1849 as well as a
study help in the interpretation of the Augsburg Confession. 53 These
were in fact the "Schwabach Articles."

For many years it was believed

that the only articles presented at Torgau were these seventeen doctrinal
articles.

But with Karl Foerstemann's discoveries in the first part of

the nineteenth century of documents believed to be the true Torgau
Articles it was determined that these contained no doctrinal articles
at all.

Two years later Krauth published the ''Works of Melanchthon, A

Bibliographic Notice," in which he commended Melanchthon's works as worthy
of study for they formed "the fountain of the history of the Evangelical Church."

Krauth especially urged pastors to read and reread one

good book, if it is the best of its kind, rather than to read the "carbloads of the insipid trash" which often pass under the guise of religious literature.and reduce "what is sublimest in our faith to pious
twaddle, and enervating the mind, under the pretence of improving the
53tcrauth, "The Articles of Torgau," Evangelical Review 2 (July
1850):78-84. Foerstemann's discoveries were published in Urkundenbuch
zu der geschichte des Reichstages zu Augsburg 1m jahre 1530 (Halle:
Buchhandlung des Waisenhauses, 1833-35). M. Reu provides a good explanation of these discoveries and their impact in The Augsburg Confession:
A Collection of .Sources with An Historical Introduction (Chicago:
lil~tburgPublishing Bouse, 1930, reprinted St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1983), pp. 49-52.
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heart, of preachers and people. 1154 Again, this desire to foster confessional study and consciousness led to the publication in 1858 of a
"Select Analytical Bibliography of the·Augsburg Confession," in which
Krauth included collected works, sources and official .writings, manuscripts, editions, and translations along with dogmatic works and those
dealing with the history of the Confessions. 55
Though the Augsburg Confession was widely recognized as the
confession of the Lutheran Chunch, reliable and complete translations
were difficult to find.56

For over thirty years, the most widely used

translation of the Augsburg Confession was that of S.S. Schmucker which
was included in the many editions of his Elements of Popular Theology
and later revised in his Lutheran Manual.

However, in the early edi-

tions Schmucker included only the first twenty-one articles of the Augsburg Confession, omitted many of the condemnatory clauses and provided
only an abridgment of the section on abuses. 57

The first translation

since 1755 of the complete text came from Charles Henkel in 1834.

In

54 Charles Porterfield Krauth, "The Works of Melanchthon: Bibliographical Notice: A Review of Corpus Reformatorum," Evangelical Review
3 (1852):580.
55 Charles Porterfield Krauth, "Select Analytical Bibliography
of the Augsburg Confession," Evangelical Review 10 (July 1858):14-35.
56 J. A. Seiss, "Our Confessions in English," Lutheran Church Review, July 1882, pp. 205-20; B. Schmucker, "Luther's Small Catechism,"
Lutheran church Review, July 1886, pp. 165-99; M. Reu, "Luther's Catechism in the United States," Luther's Small Catechism (Chicago: Wartburg
Publishing Bouse, 1929), pp. 275-93.
57Beale Schmucker, "English Translations of the Augsburg Confession," .- Lutheran Church Review 6 (J'anuary 1887):5-38.
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1868, Krauth published a translation of the Augsburg Confession, together with a historical introduction and comments on those articles
which were called into question during his day.

Despite Krauth's work,

one critical need remained-that of a complete translation of the Book
of Concord.

Until mid-1800s the Lutheran church did not possess a com-).

plete and thorough translation of the Book of Concord, though it numbered close to 200,000 members.

In 1554, the Henkel family published

the first translation of the Book of Concord in America.

But because of

the concern of the Henkel's desire to render a faithful, literal translation, its reading was somewhat wooden and stiff.

In addition, its ex-

pense made it somewhat prohibitive for most pastors to purchase.

In 1882,

Jacobs completed his work of tremendous importance and lasting significance, his translation of the Book of Concord.
Published in two volumes, the first contained the translation
itself.

In the second volume, Jacobs included translations of some of

the other source documents which he believed were crucial to the understanding of the Lutheran Confessions.

Among these he included Zwingli's

Fidei Ratio, and the Tetrapolitan Confession, the Confutation of the
Augsburg Confession, two editions of the Variata, the Saxon Visitation
Articles and the Catalogue of Testimonies.

The inclusion of these docu-

ments, Jacobs believed,
shows that the three streams of ecclesiastical
are strongly marked and clearly defined at the
as separate and distinct at Augsburg. We must
possible towards the point of divergence if we
of bringing them into unity.SB

development that
present were just
go as far back as
would have any hope

Again, Jacobs asserted that "these documents [the antitheses] testify
58Jacobs, Book of Concord, 2:-6.
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more forcibly than any other argument to the effect that the Confessional
antitheses that still prevail, were found already at Augsburg. 1159

Jacobs

also included historical introductions, illustrated documents, and minute
indices and analyses to the confessions. 60 Not content with these two
volumes, Jacobs edited another, less expensive edition entitled People's
Edition of the Book of Concord.61

He felt that if the Lutheran church

were to find agreement in the coDDDOn confession of faith, those confessions must "be readily accessible in the common language of the country,
and should be found in the studies of all Qur pastors and in the homes
and libraries of all our intelligent people."62

Published as a single

volume, it brought the price within reach of many more pastors and lay
people.
In addition to providing these source documents, the leaders of
the General Council published numerous scholarly writings on the interpretation of the Lutheran Confessions which reflected the confessional
questions and theological issues being debated among Lutherans during
the late nineteenth century, particularly between the General Synod and
the General Council.

Many of these works were written as specific re-

sponses to attempts· by certain men of the General Synod to limit--both
historically and doctrinally--the extent to which the confessions drew
59Ibid., 2 :247.
60aenry Eyster Jacobs, ·" outline of the Confessions" and "Analysis
of the Confessions," are reprinted in Tjemagel's The Lutheran Confessions: A Harmony and Resource Book . (Mankato, MR: The Evangelical Lutheran Synod, 1979), pp. 194-204.
61Renry E. Jacobs, Peoele's Edition of the Book of Concord (Philadelphia: General -C ouncil Publication Board, 1916).
62Preface to the People's Edition of the Book of Concord, p. 3.
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the boundaries of Lutheranism.

These histories were written not only to

refute false interpretations of the confessions, but also to build and
fortify the confessional commitment of Lutherans in America.

As

a result '

of the controversies and debates which surrounded these two documents,
they focused primarily on the Augsburg Confession and the Formula of
Concord.

Though treating also the other confessions, the questions

raised concerning them were wrapped up in the major points of debate
surrounding the beginning and culminating confessions of the Lutheran
church.
The Augsburg Confession
The underlying issue that dominated these historical studies of
the Augsburg Confession, was the extent to which the Augsburg Confession
defined Lutheranism.

This issue centered on the question of whether or

not the Augsburg Confession was intended to be--at least in several of
its articles--a compromise with Rome.
significant.

The implications of this were

All agreed that the Augsburg Confession should play some

role in defining what it meant to be a Lutheran; but to what degree?
what extent must one accept the Augsburg Confession?

To

Those who argued

that the Augsburg Confession was a compromise with Rome contended for a
limited, more restrictive interpretation, which would confine subscription to the fundamental articles held in common by all Protestants.

Fur-

thermore, they argued that the later editions of the Augsburg Confession-the Variata--may have been more representative of the Reformation and
the true Lutheran position.

Those who argued for the acceptance of the

complete Augsburg Confession contended that it not only opposed the doctrines of Rome, but it stood as a wall of demarcation between Lutheran
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and Reformed theology as well.
Central to the debate were the roles played by Luther and
Melanchthon in the development of the Augustana.

Those in the General

Synod sought to distance Luther from the Augustana while those in the
General Council sought to connect Luther as closely as possible with
the confession.

The debate over authorship was important because it

involved the question, by whose theology should the Augsburg Confession
be interpreted--Luther's or Melanchthon's?

This question was, however

relatively unimportant for and received much less attention from the
western synods.

Having accepted all the symbolical books without re-

servation, they accepted the Formula of Concord's decision of interpreting the Augsburg Confession through the eyes of Luther.

The question

of authorship was debated between the General Synod and General Council
for nearly fifty years.
discerned.

In this debate, two distinct periods may be

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the debate

centered on the documentary history of the Augsburg Confession, that is,
its preparation, formulation, editions and authorship.

At the turn of

the century the attention of the histories began to shift toward the
political history of the confession with the personalities of Luther and
Melanchthon receding into the background, and those of the elector,
princes and magistrates moving to the foreground.
The Literary History of the Augsburg
Confession
Throughout his career, in pursuit of an indigenous, American
Lutheranism, Schmucker had charged that articles 9, 10, 11 and 24 of
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the Augsburg Confession contained "romanizing" elements which the Lutheran church of his day could no longer accept.

Later, J. H. W. Stuckenberg

and J. W. Richard also argued that the Augsburg Confession was intended
to be only a negotiating document for the purpose of achieving a compromise with the Roman church.

Those who viewed the Augsburg Confession

as a compromise received a boost from Leopold Immanuel R~ckert (1797-1871),

a -professor at the University in Jena since 1844, who published in 1854
Luther's Verhaltnis zum augsburgischen Bekenntnis. 63

In this work,

,,

Ruckert argued .
The Augsburg Confession is distinguished so significantly from the
previous labors proceeding from Luther's hand, or originating under
his co-operation, that it cannot be designated as his without a
violation of truth. Of this Confession, Luther had seen only a part,
and this also not in the form wherein it was delivered and handed
down to posterity. Before its completion, he was consulted or
asked for counsel with regard to nothing, but on the contrary up to
that time he had not even received immediate information concerning
what was transpiring there. Luther became very indignant at the
treatment shown him in this Diatter.64
The historical questions which arose in connection with this debate were:
Why did Luther remain at -Coburg Castle?

Bow many times did Luther see

the actual confession before its presentation?
form!

Did he see it in its final

What sources did Melanchthon em.ploy!
Both Krauth and Jacobs, in their histories, highlighted the his-

tory of the Augsburg Confession~s preparation, that is, its sources,
stages, drafts, presentation, and editions-including the Variata.
Krauth regarded the question's raised by R3ckert as especially acute,
63L. J. R~ckert, Luther's Verhaltnis zum augsburgischen Bekenntnis
(Jena, n.p., 1854).
64Quoted in ."The Author of the Augsburg Confession," Henry E..
Jacobs, trans. Lutheran Church Review 7 (July 1877):341-42.
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not only for historical but also for doctrinal and confessional reasons.
Should Melanchthon be proved the author of the Augustana, to the exclusion of Luther and others, then Melanchthon not only "had the right to
alter t~e Confessions at his pleasure," but his writings would then be
regarded as the best source of interpretation for the Confession.

The

Augustana would then set forth not Lutheranism, but Melanchthonianism.65
This, in turn, would destroy the distinctiveness of the-Lutheran church
and its theology and pave the way for union with non-Lutheran P.rotestants.
In the historical .introduction of his 1868 translation of the Augsburg
Confession, Krauth took up the gauntlet and sought to refute the argu,.
ments of Ruckert.
Krauth based his first argument for Luther·' s authorship upon an
examination of the forerunners of the Augsburg Confession--the Marburg,
Schwabach, and Torgau Articles, all of which he believed were largely
from the hand of Luther.

Secondly, he stressed that the theology of the

Augsburg Confession clearly expressed the theology of Luther.

Thirdly,

the correspondence between Luther and Melanchthon reveals that the latter eagerly sought Luther's counsel.

Finally, Krauth believed that

Luther approved the final form of the Confession.

When this historical

introduction was reprinted in The Conservative Reformation a few years
later, a typographical error was discovered by J. A. Brown, editor of
the Lutheran Quarterly, who, at a Lutheran Free Diet ten years later,
charged Krauth with error.

Thf ensuing debate dealt not so much with

differences in doctrimor interpretation, but with a technical point of
65charles Porterfield Krauth, A Chronicle of the Augsburg Confession (Philadelphia: Smith, 1878).
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chronology--whether or not Luther received the draft of the Augustana for
a third time between May twenty-second and June twenty-fifth for his final
approval.

At this time, Henry E. Jacobs also became involved in the con-

troversy, since in a review of Krauth's Conservative Reformation, he had
approved Krauth's account of the Augsburg Confession. 66
While the arguments against Rilckert dealt with substantive issues,
the real issue in his debate with Brown may well have been Krauth's scholarship and integrity which had been attacked.

This prompted Krauth to

respond with a scathing rebuttal in a A Chronicle of the-•Augsburg Confession. 67

In this work, Krauth org•nized his material into a rigid chrono-

logical history of the Augsburg Confession beginning with the Marburg
articles and concluding with the witnesses of Melanchthon himself up to
the time of his death.

Krauth argued that Melanchtbon's letters show not

·only his desire to have Luther's counsel, but also that Luther approved
the near final form of the Confession itself.

Krauth concluded that noth-

ing but the destruction of Melanchtbon's credibility as a witness could
weaken his claim that the Augustan& was sent to Luther three times.

Con-

sequently, if "this result be accepted, it annihilates at one stroke the
boldest and most plausible of the pretenses by which the attempt has been
to weaken the Augsburg Confession as a witness and bulwark of pure
Lutheranism, and as a barrier against Sectarian Unionism. 1168 Thus, the
66aenry Eyster Jacobs, "Review of Dr. Kra1:1th's Conservative Reformation," Mercersburg Review (January 1872) : 61-96 .- · .
67 spaeth, p. 324.
681trauth, A Chronicle of the Augsburg Confession, p. 92. Jacobs'
analysis of the two men is interesting: "Krauth was a genius, Brown a
close and exacting thinker. Krauth was born among books, was raised among
books, slept among books, ate among books, lived and died among books,
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Augustana was not intended to be a compromise with Rome.

Rather, it drew

the line beyond which Lutherans could not go with both Rome and the Reformed.
Though Jacobs was brought into the debate against his will, he
felt the debate between Brown and Krauth involved an unimportant question.

"What difference did it make whether Luther saw the Augsburg ·Con~···

fession twice or thrice?
saw it at all'l"

What difference did it make whether he ever

Jacobs felt that its dependence upon Luther was suffi-

ciently established by its internal evidence so that one could justly
claim Luther as the author of the Augsburg Confession's substance,
regardless of whether he saw it in its final form before its presentation.69

Two

factors finally -drew him into the debate.

The first was

Krauth's request of him to write a defense of his chronology.

Sec-

ondly, in his review of the Conservative Reformation, Jacobs approved of
Krauth's handling the historical facts, to which exception was taken in
an article of the Quarterly Review. 70
tion of Latinity.

Jacobs responded with A Ques-

The debate revolved around a detailed and intricate

discussion of the "translation of a passage in the preface to the Latin
edition of the Corpus Doctrinae (February sixteenth, 1560), 1171 and
and even on the cars or street was rarely seen without a book in his hand;
books from the very oldest editions of the classics to the latest novel,
books in a great variety of languages, and the greatest range of subjects.
As a reader he was omnivorous and insatiable." Memoirs, p. 82.
69Henry Eyster Jacobs, Question of Latinity (Philadelphia, J.
Fred'k Smith, 1878), p. 205.
70itenry Eyster Jacobs, First Free Lutheran Diet in America, ··· of

1877: Characteristics of the Augsburg Confession (Philadelphia: J. F.
Smith, 1878), pp. 198-205.
71 Jacobs, Question of Latinity, p. 97.
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focused on whether or not Luther saw the entire form ·o f the confession.
Jacobs' essay dealt with the translation of the Latin, "tota forma,"
"de singulis sententiis" and so forth.

Re concluded that Krauth had

translated this passage accurately and correctly represented the historical facts that Luther saw the Augsburg Confession in substantially its
final form. 72
As a contribution to the history of the Augsburg Confession, and

seeking to move the debate concerning authorship beyond the purely historical questions, Jacobs translated in 1877 a chapter from Plitt's
73
Einleitung in die Augustana,
for the purpose of probing the deeper•
theological questions regarding Melanchthon's role.

Plitt examines

Melanchthon as a theologian from the earliest days of the Reformation
and points out that Melanchthon was more a practical theologian than a
speculative theologian.

Consequently, when confronted with the problem-

atic aspects of theology, be avoided giving a definite answer.

This

combined with his desire for the external peace of the church, his reliance on the church fathers and Luther, and the way by which he came to
an understanding of the Gospel explain Melancbthon's inability to maintain
a firm stand later in his life •. At the same time, Melanchthon's desire
to maintain the peace and unity of the church and his firm convictions
regarding the Lord's Supper, suggested Plitt, may be responsible for his
harsh attitude toward the Swiss, before and at Augsburg.
The debate over authorship had begun to diminish by the turn of

12Ibid . . •

p . 12 0.

7311 The· Author of the Augsburg Confession," Lutheran Church Review 7 (July 1877):341-63.

111
the century only to be resurrected by J. W. Richard, professor at the
General Synod's Gettysburg Seminary.

He examined the roles ·o f Luther

and Melanchthon in two very detailed series of articles·, ''Melanchthon
and the Augsburg Confession, 1174 and "Luther and the Augsburg Confession,1175 and later in his very thorough work, A Confessional History of
the Lutheran Church. 76

This book prompted Schmauk to reorganize his

Confessional Principle and included a very detailed chapter, "The Rand
of God in the Formation of the Augsburg Confession" in which he examined
the chronology of the Augsburg Confession and rebutted the conclusions of
Richard. 77

In general, Schmauk acknowledged that Krauth's chronology

contained a few inaccuracies but he agreed with Krauth's conclusions
and argued that in substance, the Augsburg Confession could justly be
considered Luther's.

Schmauk believed however, that the issue itself was

rather unimportant and that it would be a mistake to stress, in the history of the Augustana, the authorship of either Luther or Melanchthon.
Scbmauk sought to refocus his history on the real question which he defined as "how the Augsburg Confession, in all its greatness, came into
being as the resultant of the forces struggling for the mastery in this
critical epoch of the Christian Church. 1178
74 The 9!!!:rterlv ~eview 27 (July 1897):299-300, 2a· (~uly and Octo1898)·;.355:_95, 545~9.
75Tbe Quarterly Review 29 (October 1899):497-527, 30 (Jan., July
and October 1900):29-61, 359-95, 463-504.

bu ,·

76J. W. Richard, A Confessional History of the Lutheran Church
(Philadelphia: Lutheran Publication Society, 1909).
77 schmauk's specific response is found in chapter 19 of that
work, pp. 283-436.
78 schmauk, Confessional Principle, pp. 283-84.
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The Political History of the Augsburg
Confession
·W ith the works of Richard and Scbmauk, the histories of the
Augsburg Confession shifted their inquiry from the theologians to the
princes, from the history of the Augustana's.editions to the political
actions and events of the day, from the events preceding the diet to
the events immediately following the diet of 1530.

In these interpreta-

tions, the personalities of Luther and Melanchthon recede into the background while those of the Elector of Saxony and the Landgrave Phillip,
among others, move to the foreground.

The diet at Augsburg, even in its

religious aspects, was portrayed more in terms of the actions taken by •.
the princes, than the theologians.

The questions considered were:

Did

the elector seek compromise at whatever cost? ·Did Luther know about
Melanchthon's negotiations?

Did the Elector approve of them?

Though

the specific thrusts of these histories shifted, the fundamental question
being considered remained the same, "was the Augsburg Confession intended
to be a compromise with Rome?"
In his writings, J.

w.

Richard, one of the last men standing in

the tradition of S.S. Schmucker, set out to not only discredit the Formula of Concord, but to reduce the influence of the Augsburg Confession

in the Lutheran church.

He portrayed the electoral party at Augsburg as

seeking compromise and conciliation with the 'Roman: party at whatever the
cost.

For this reason, they deliberately kept Luther in the dark for

fear that his uncompromising spirit would upset the delicate negotiations.
Accordingly, he considered the Augsburg ·c onfession, not as a document of
permanent force and validity for the church, but only as one of a number
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of negotiating documents open to continual revision and change which were
employed by the Lutherans.
In response to Richard, Schmauk set out to demonstrate that the
elector and the other Lutheran princes did not flinch at Augsburg, but
stood firm in the confession of the faith throughout the entire diet.
He did so, however, at the cost of making Melanchthon culpable for any
and all negotiations aimed at compromise.

One of the events which

Schmauk elevates to a level of importance second only to the presentation
of the Augustana is the issue of whether or not the evangelicals ought
to preach while in Augsburg or to heed the imperial command to cease.
Schmauk held that Melanchthon favored the cessation of preaching in
deference to the authority and dominion of the emperor and also persuaded Luther to agree.

The elector however, remained steadfast and in

his desire to hear the word of God refused to relinquish or to order the
preaching stopped.

Schmauk considered the whole confessional question

as wrapped up in this right and duty.

Be expressed its importance by ask-

ing, "are the German nation and the Lutheran Faith standing to-day on the
Diet of Spires or on the Diet of Worms."

In contrast with Richard's

portrayal of the electoral party as trembling before the emperor's power
and prestige, Scbmauk paid the following tribute:

The;=:Elector was a "so-

ber, steadfast and God-fearing prince, who confessed in deeds what Luther
taught in words, and to whom, next to Luther, we owe the Evangelical Confession made at Augsburg. 1179
Schmauk concluded that the confession became something very different from what was originally intended, "and that it bears its present
791bid., pp. 370, 371, 300.
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broad, clear and permanent form, not by the conscious intention of Luther
or Melanchthon, but as a result of unexpected pressure from foes, and
under the constructive hand of i:the various Lutheran forces--undesignedly
united--that signed it. 118 0

In answer to the question on the extent to

which the Augsburg Confession defined Lutheranism, Schmauk described the
boundaries of the Augustana thus:

"Its scale of truth was the minimum

for which the Evangelical cause must stand; its temper was conciliation
where possible; its method was adjustment, and an endeavor to meet the
other party as far as possible."

The Apology followed on its heels to

emphasize much that had been depressed in the Confession.

In support of

his views, Schmauk, together with T. Benze, his co-edi~or, devoted
chapters 15-18 to a translation of the historical introduction in the
new Muller edition of the Book of Concord and "Die -lilteste Redaktion der
Augsburger Konfeasion" by Theodor Kolde, the German Luther scholar.
These chapters were drawn upon as support of Krauth's and Schmauk's
position on the origin and editions of the Augsburg Confession as well
as Helanchthon's role as a diplomat.
History of the Formula of Concord
Among eastern Lutherans during the latter half of the nineteenth
century, the history of the Formula of Concord did not receive the same
amount of attention as it did among the western synods.81 Various
80 Ibid., p. 285.
81This stands in contrast with the western synods who placed
most of their emphasis upon the Formula. For an overview on the history
of the Formula of Concord in American Lutheranism, see Friedrich's
chapter, "The Formula of Concord in the History of American Lutheranism,"
No Other Gospel: Essays in Commemoration of the 400hh Anniversary of the
Formula of Concord, 1580-1980, Arnold J. Koelpin, ed. (Milwaukee:
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reasons may account for this.

The first and perhaps the most important

reason, lies in the confessional subscription of the General Synod,
which acknowledged only the Augsburg Confession.

This provided some

common confessional ground between the two eastern bodies upon which they
could discuss the meaning and significance of the Lutheran Confessions
in America.

tention.

Accordingly, it occupied the greatest portion of their at-

At the same time, the leaders of the General Council did seek

to move beyond the Augsburg Confession to the remaining symbolical writings of the Lutheran Church.

In their histories of the remaining con-

fessional writings, and especially that of the Formula of Concord, ·they
addressed the objections of those who insisted that the Formula of
Concord ought not be considered a confession of the Lutheran church, nor
an authoritative interpretation of the Augsburg Confession.

·c onsequently,

whereas the debate over the Augsburg Confession dealt with the extent
to which it defined Lutheranism, the debate over the Formula of Concord
centered on whether or not it had any role at all to play in answering
that question.

Objections to the Formula of Concord
In keeping with his purpose of vindicating the Lutheran faith,
Krauth argued in his history of the Formula of Concord for its unquali•

fied acceptance, together with the entire Book of Concord.

According

to Krauth, the acceptance or rejection of the Formula of Concord not
only frequently determined the fate of the Book of Concord as a whole
but also occasioned the most bitter attacks from· its opponents.
Northwestern Publishing House, 1980), pp. 103-22.

This
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certainly proved true in the nineteenth century.

Among the objections

to which Krauth addressed his history were 1) its bulk and length;
2) its necessity, "Was it needed'l
promoter of discord'l"

Was it a restorer of concord, or a

3) its witness of the one unchanging faith; 4) its

acceptance, "has it been stamped by the Church as an authoritative witness
of her faith, and is it as such of force and value still? 1182

These ques-

tions determined the direction taken by Krauth, and prompted him to con"

centrate his efforts not so much on the doctrinal controversies which
disturbed the church as the outward disunity, formulation of the Formula, and finally, the church's acceptance of the Formula.
Where Krauth answered the objections to the Formula of Concord's
stature as a confession of the Lutheran church, Schmauk's work, forty
years later, addressed the objections to the Formula of Concord's nature
as a confession of faith.

In other words, did the Formula of Concord,

externally and internally, meet the requirements of a confession of
faith?

The specific objections addressed by Schmauk had been raised

most sharply by Philip Schaff in Creeds of Christendom,83 and J. W.
Richard of the General Synod in his Confessional History of the Lutheran
Church.

Schmauk summarized their objections as: 1) the Formula fixes

doctrine in a scholastic frame, constricts the truth, and therefore is
not a true confession; 2) the doctrine of the ubiquity of Christ is
unscriptural; 3) large Pf:r~.s

·cf.

the church rejected it; 4) there is no

need to multiply the symbolical writings; 5) there was no inner need or
82Krauth, The Conservative Reformation, p. 289.
83Philip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom, 3 vols. ·(Grand Rapids:
Baker Book Bouse, reprint 1983), 1:258-339.
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outer crisis necessitating a new confession; 6) the means to obtain a
confession was not appropriate for a church; 7) the Formula does not
present true Lutheran doctrine as itexcludesMelanchthon; 8) the Formula's
method is too scholastic and Romanistic.
Benefit or Bane!
As

The Role of Melanchtbon

with the histories of the Augsburg Confession, Melanchthon re-

mained a central figure in the interpretations of the Lutheran Confessions, particularly his role in the controversies which disruped the
Lutheran church following the death of Luther.

One of the main criti-

cisms leveled at the Formula of Concord was that it created more discord
than concord within the Lutheran church by formulating such detailed
and hair-splitting theological ~rgumdnts.

S.S. Schmucker maintained

the distinction between "generic" and "specific truths," and insisted that
it is far easier to get men to agree upon generic truths.

In fact, the

more specific one enumerated truths, the fewer would agree upon them.
While all Christians. :will agree on the generic truths of the Apostles'
Creed, only a few will agree on the far more detailed statement of the
Augsburg Confession, let alone the Formula of Concord.

Schucker wrote,

"just in proportion as -we extend the creed by adding more specification
and relations, do we also increase the difficulty of its reception by
others.

The grand reason is, that these minor circumstances and relations

are less clearly revealed in scripture. 1184

Contending to the contrary,

the leaders of the confessional approach argued that the real cause for
84samuel s. Schmucker, The American Lutheran Church Historically,
Doctrinally1 and Practically Delineated (Philadelphia: E.W. Miller, 1852),
P• 179.
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discord during the sixteenth century lay not in clear, detailed statements of faith, but in the employment of ambiguous formulas which hid the
divergence of two, opposing theological systems.

They felt one must

turn to Melanchtbon's role as Luther's successor and his vacillations in
doctrinal matters in order to discover the reasons why the Formula of
Concord was needed and also to determine its benefits.

Though holding

Melanchthon responsible for some of the controversies, he receives fairly
evenhanded treatment by Krauth and Jacobs.
Krauth listed Melanchthon's vacillations, "real and seeming," as
the first and foremost reason why the church needed the Formula of Concord.

But he attributed the problems caused by Melanchthon due more to

character flaws, that is, timidity and gentleness, aversion to contro~.
versy, a philosophical, humanistic, cast of thought, and so forth, than
to any deliberate duplicity on his part to depart from the doctrin.a ·of
Luther.

With regard to the Variata, Krauth granted him the benefit of

the doubt, that Melanchthon only desired to render Luther.'.s doctrine more
clearly and did not mean to change it.

At the same time, Krauth uncon-

ditionally rejected Melanchthon's approach of using ambiguous formulas
to arrive at any agreement, writing that "men must be honest in their
difference, if they are ever to be honest in their agreement. 1185 Krauth
attributed much of the fault for the controversies to the Philippists
who put much forth under the name of Melanchthon which the latter would
not have approved.

The third reason identified by Krauth as to why the

church needed a new confession was the publication of the Corpus Doctrinae Philipicum of 1560.
85Krauth, The Conservative Reformation, p. 290.
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Where Krauth held that the Philippists primarily and largely
were responsible for the controversies, Jacobs places the blame equally
upon both parties.

The Philippists abused the liberty and freedom of

inquiry which the Reformation had restored while the gnesio-Lutherans
viewed "with suspicion every statement of doctrine which varied in the
least from. an approved formula" and found themselves in an error of the
opposite extreme. 86 · Like Krauth, he regarded the division as ultimately
caused by the vacillations of Melanchthon which were brought to a crisis
with the attempt to impose upon the churches,. the Corpus Doctrinae
Philipicum as their confessional standard.

Beyond making mention of

his vacillations, Jacobs does not treat Melanchthon other than to indicate his concurrence with Scbmauk's assessment in a review article ·o f
the Confessional Principle in 1911.

Jacobs examined in greatest detail

those doctrinal controversies which followed the ~eipzig Controversy.
Though criticized for his ·.vacillations by Krauth and Jacobs,
Melanchthon received the harshest treatment from T. E. Schmauk who made
the "Melanchthonian principle" the foil and antithesis for his "confessional principle." Still, Schmauk does not judge him as harshly as
Bente who impugns him with the motives of desiring to change Luther's
doctrine from almost as early as 1530. 8 7 Schmauk believed that
Melanchthon's weakness, and the cause of the doctrinal controversies, lay
in the two principles by which Melanchthon was guided and which

86Jacobs, Book of Concord, 2:51.
B7Bente called him the father of synergism and the spiritual
father of crypto-Calvinism, together with tracing every cause either
directly or indirectly back to Melanchthon. Historical Introductions
to the Book of Concord (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1921,
reprinted 1965), pp. 129, .1 75.
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ultimately proved disastrous for the church:

1) the desire to preserve

historic continuity with the church; 2) the need to re-frame and re-state
the doctrine according to new light and need.

The latter arose as a

result of Melanchthon's conception of theology, that it "is to be put
into form and taught-rather than to rise out of the Word into faith, and
through faith to be expressed in every act of life.

We are dealing with

statements of principles, rather than with principles. 1188

These two

principles, Scbmauk pointed out, were mutually contradictory.
As a result of the latter of the two principles, Schmauk referred

to Melanchtbon as the father of both parties in the controversies which
wreaked havoc on the church. .Be was the father of Philippists who ·- were
not "Scriptural confessors of the faith chiefly, like Luther, but definers of doctrines, makers of formulas;" and he was also the father of
Gnesio-Lutherans who adopted from Melanchthon a scholastic conception of
the pure doctrine.

From Melanchthon, who dogmatized the authority of

Luther, the young theologians who went out, did so with the scholastic
idea that the "Gospel is the sum of the correctly framed articles of
faith, and that the doctrine of Luther is the external au~hority, determinative of the Faith~~"

Thus, when Melanchthon turned from these for-

mulations, the gnesio-Lutherans responded with harsh criticism.

Schmauk

believed that Melanchthon's principles eventually led to the doctrinal
formulations of the later sixteenth century and to the orthodoxy of the
seventeenth.

In addition, the interaction of church and state and the

"fixation of the religion of the state by means of dogmatic formulas
B8scbmauk, Confessional Principle, p. 620.
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together with the customary academic form of disputations, aided in creating the most bitter contention. 1189
Acceptance of the Forumula by the Church
Two criticisms were brought against the Formula regarding the way
in which it was introduced into and accepted by the churches of the six-

teenth century.

The first objectioq related closely to the confessional

principle of the General Council, maintained that the Formula of Concord
was forced upon the church by a few-men represent:ing but one theological
party.

The other objection contended that as the entire Lutheran church

had never accepted the Formula of Concord, it could not justly be considered one of those writings which defined the boundaries of the Lutheran faith.

The scholars of the General Council consistently pointed out

that the answers to these questions, as important as they are, should not
be determinative in.the Formula of Concord's acceptance-its conformity
with Scripture must be regarded as the determinative factor •.
With regard to the manner in which concord was achieved, Krauth
argued to the contrary, that the Lutheran church as a whole, employed
the best meaas at its disposal for resolving the doctrinal controversies
which had brought the Lutheran church to the brink of ruin.

Through his

account of the step by step formulation of the document, Krauth points
out that the entire Lutheran church desired unity and that many different people played a role in the preparation of the Formula.

Of all the

figures who played a prominent role in the formulation of the Formula,
Krauth reserves·his highest praise for Elector August of Saxony, who
B9tbid., pp. 589, 603, 606.
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provided much of the impetus, and met the necessary expenses connected
with the Formula.

Krauth portrayed him and his wife often on their knees

praying for enlightenment, sound judgment and patience while the theologians labored upon the document.

Next in importance to Augustus, Krauth

places Andreae, whom he regarded as a man of untiring labor for the
conservation of the reformations doctrine and discipline.

Following

Andreae, Krauth praised Cbemnitz as the greatest theologian of his time
and one of the greatest theologians of all time:

"the learning of

Chemnitz was something colossal, but it had no tinge of pedantry. 1190
Even more vehemently than Krauth, Theodore Schmauk rejected any
notion that the Formula might be considered the result of a single party,
or political and personal considerations, which was then imposed upon the
majority.

With regard to their motives, the men who played the most

prominent role only desired to restore the teaching of pure doctrine to
the churches and schools by setting it forth in an official way so that
friends and foes alike may know what they believed.

Schmauk bestows his

highest praise upon Jacob .Andreae, whom he credits with the original idea
and who put the substance of the :Formula into the Epitome.

Noting that

Andreae had frequently been vilified over the years, Schmauk refuses to
impugn any false motives to him.

Next in line, Schmauk credits Chemnitz,

but devotes only two paragraphs to him, and then quotes largely from
Krauth's Conservative Reformation. 91
Regarding its lack of universal acceptance by Lutherans, Krauth
90icrauth, Conservative Reformation, p. 310.
9lschmauk, The Confessional Principle, pp. 725, 726.
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notes that the most important criticism hurled at the Formula of Concord
was that it caused "a complete separation between the Lutheran and the
Zwinglian-Calvinistic Churches.•~ 92

Furthermore, it not only separated

Lutherans and Calvinists, but many Lutherans from each other as well.
Krauth reminded the detractors of the Formula that while the other
confessions of the Lutheran church were composed to deal with errors
outside the church, the Formula of Concord was written to deal with errors
'inside' the Lutheran church.

By its very nature as a confession then--

the task of setting forth the true teachings and rejecting the errorsthe Formula of Concord could not be universally recognized by all who
claimed the name Lutheran.

Krauth also presents a detailed account of

those states and peoples who accepted and rejected it., together with
their reasons for doing so.

He concludes that it would be wrong to con-

clude that the Formula had been rejected by the greater portion of the
Lutheran Church.
Jacobs likewise repudiated the notion that the subscriptions to
the Formula had been obtained by force.

Jacobs indicates that the first

movements toward unity came not from the theologians, but from the princes
who desired harmony to be restored within their territories.

Jacobs

chronologically examines the effort of the princes and theologians to
secure unity.

He noted that should the Formula have been submitted to a

council of churches, in which council would also sit Philippists, new
controversies would have arisen.

The approach adopted however, did not

entail the enforcement of the Formula by any means of force or threat.
Jacobs quotes from the conference at Herzberg, in 1578, the quote of one
92Krauth, Conservative Reformation, p. 325.
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that not one single individual had been constrained to sign the document.

Jacobs pointJ.s out that even after eight thousand signatures had

been obtained, continual attempts were made to win over those who had
refused.

Those states which refused to subscribe, ·d id so for various

reasons, some theological, some political, and others for personal reasons of the prince.
Schmauk also observed that from the days of the Formula of
Concord to the present, Calvinists had assailed not only the Formula of
Concord itself but also the way in which it bad been introduced.

Be

examined the reasons for not calling a council to secure subscriptions
as that would only have enabled those who opposed the work to disrupt
the effort which would, in turn, create new dissensions.

Schmauk empha-

sized that the Formula had gone through the most extensive review process by all the churches in Germany, a number of times, and that the

tl

subscriptions procured were a result not of force or threats, but of
hearty acceptance of the principles underlying the Formula of Concord.
Schmauk concludes, "we believe no instance is known in which it is of
record that compulsion was used to secure the adoption of the Formula. 1193
That not everyone embraced the Formula could be expected, wrote
Schmauk, as every confessional symbol not only unites, but of necessity,
also separates.

It separated out the non-Lutheran elements from the Lutheran Church.
It disposed of the vague position of the Philippists; and because
they were obliged to decide either for or against a clear-cut confession, it precluded the misunderstandings and bitter controversies
of the past within the church.94
93schmauk, The Confessional Principle, p. 669.
94Ibid., p. 680.
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To a much greater degree, Schmauk details the extent to which the territories inside and outside of Germany adopted the Formula of Concord as
their confessional standard.

Be pointed out that the overwhelming

majority not only received it as their symbol, but even among these
magistracies who declined to sign, many expressed satisfaction with the
doctrines of the Formula and its conformity with the older Lutheran confessions.

After recounting its widespread adoption, Schmauk cautions that

one dare not consider that a majority vote of any kind could give the
confession its authority, only its conformity with Scripture can bring
that about.
Benefits and Value of the Formula
of Concord
In view of its history, Krauth, Jacobs, and Schmauk regarded the
Formula of Concord as bringing great benefit to the church.

Each of

these men credited the Formula of Concord with saving the Lutheran
Church, and also Protestantism, from disintegration and ruin.

Krauth

noted that the controversies had drastically hindered the internal
development of the Lutheran church, but with the Formula of Concord the
church had once again been set upon solid ground transferring it from the
most distracted church on earth to the JllQSt peaceful church on earth.
Jacobs considered the Formula of Concord as "the greatest of our Lutheran
Confessions, without which, it was impossible to interpret the Augsburg
Confession" and enumerated several benefits which came from the Formula
of Concord. 95

Re wrote that it provided a new center for 1) church

95u. E~.;Jacobs, "The Confessional Principle," The Lutheran,

August 10, 1911, p. 725.
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unity; 2) a firm basis for church activity; 3) led to a higher appreciation of sound doctrine and accuracy of expression; and, 4) it yielded
much good fruit in the works of the Dogmaticians.

"But our chief de-

light in it is the fact that it rests upon such firm scriptural foundations; and in this confidence, we hold fast to it, that no man take our
crown. 1196 Schmauk in turn, wrote, the Formula "asks our acceptance and
deserves our respect, not as a great theological production, nor yet as
a Commentary on the Augsburg Confession, but as the solemn and well
matured testimony of our Church as to the witness and teaching of the
Augustana on the great doctrines of Protestantism. 11 97 It provides a permanent synthesis between Luther and Melanchthon, presenting the -d octrine
of Luther in the form of Melanchthon.
Confessional Theology
In their endeavor to engender among Lutherans in America a wholehearted commitment to the theology of the Lutheran Confessions, the men
of the confessional approach faced a two fold task:

on the one hand,

they had to lead their members to embrace the distinctive doctrines of
the Lutheran eonfessions, and on the other hand, they had to defend these
doctrines from outside attacks, especially those of the General Synod and
of non-Lutheran Protestants.

To ·that end, the leaders of the General

Council continually stressed that the differences between Lutheranism and
Reformed Protestantism were not to be found in the particular, peripheral
doctrines of each.

Their disagreements went to the very root and

96Jacobs, "Confessional Principle and the Confessions," p. 38.
97schmauk, Confessional Principle, p. 830.
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foundation of the Christian faith.

To impress this upon their pastors

and people, Krauth, Jacobs, and Schmauk stressed that the Lutheran
Confessions, in their antithetical statements as well as thetical statements, were nothing more and nothing less, from beginning to end, than a
confession of and witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

Fundamental

disagreement over the person and work of Jesus Christ, they pointed out,
affected nearly every article of faith in theology:

"Lutheranism is not

the common faith of Protestantism with a few distinctions, but it differs
on every point and article. 1198

This became especially clear in the strug-

gle over the doctrine of the means of grace between the revivalistic
theology of the General Synod and the confessional theology of the
General Council.
The focal point for theological debate between the two eastern
Lutheran bodies, as well as between Lutherans and non-Lutherans became
the doctrine of the Lord's Supper.

The rejection of the real presence

of Christ in the Lord's Supper remained a stumbling block to closer relations between the General Synod and General Council throughout most of
the nineteenth century. 99 Krauth devoted many pages to the defense and
explanation of it in an attempt to win its acceptance.

In his Conserva-

tive Reformation alone he devoted almost one third of its eight hundred
pages to the subject.

By Schmauk's day, the General Synod had accepted

98&. E. Jacobs, "The Confessional Principle, The Lutheran,
August 17, 1911, p. 741.
99The same issue of Christology had been receiving much attention
in Germany, in the Erlangen school and the Kenoticist theory advocated by
Gottfried Thomasius. See Claude Welch, "Strategies for Restoration and
Conservation," Protestant Thought in the Nineteenth Century, Volume I,
1799-1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972), pp. 207-40.
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the Augustana 1 but still refused to acknowledge the Formula of Concord
as a confession of the church.
tered in the Lord's Supper.

Again the principle stumbling block cen-

The issue was sacramental Christology as

represented in the Formula's teaching of the genus maiestaticum and the
Formula's so-called "theory" of "ubiquity." As a result, when discussing
the theological contributions of the Formula of Concord, Schmaus devoted
nearly his entire discussion to the Formula's Christology.

The reclama-

tion by the General Council of the Lutheran doctrine of the Lord's
Supper also provoked numerous, vigorous responses against it from many
non-Lutheran Protestants.

Thus, the leaders of "confessional approach"

found themselves defending it against those inside as well as outside.
the Lutheran church.
Together with his study of Scriptures and concern for the spiritual vitality of his people, the Christology of the Sacraments may be
regarded as that which was most responsible for leading Charles Porterfield Krauth into an intensive study of and commitment to the Lutheran
Confessions.

The writings of Krauth reveal a parallel growth between

his gradual acceptance of the 'real presence' in the Lord's Supper and
his movement toward an unqualified identification of Lutheranism with the
Augsburg Confession.

Throughout his life, he would argue that perhaps

the single most distinctive doctrine of the Lutheran church which it
must reclaim in order to enjoy a revitalization of its spiritual life.
was the doctrine of the Lord's Supper.

Having been raised in a doctrin-

ally lax environment and having been taught by S.S. Schmucker, Krauth
had accepted for a number of years the distinction between fundamental
and non-fundamental doctrines.

Defined by Schmucker, fundamental
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doctrines included only those which were held in conmon among all Protestants.

When in 1854 he authored the Definite Synodical Platform, the

doctrine of the Real Presence, together with baptismal regeneration and
private confession, was one of the doctrines from which Lutherans must
extricate themselves.

As Schmucker held the doctrine of the real presence

to be non-fundamental doctrine, there existed no need for it to stand in
the way of improved relations with Lutheranism's Reformed neighbors.
Krauth's early writings show that the history of the Reformation
had convinced h:lm that the doctrine of the Lord's Supper, perhaps above
all others, made the church "Lutheran" as qis-tinct from "Reformed" and
therefore could not be regarded as non-fundamental.

In 1846, in an un-

published paper of over one hundred pages entitled "The Lutheran View of
the Real Presence in the Lord's Supper. 11100 Krauth wrote,
That Rome is not more closely associated with the supremacy of the
pope; that Calvinism is not more closely associated with the absolute decree of God's predestination, than the Lutheran church is
connected with the Real Presence in the Lord's Supper·and the oral
reception of the body and blood of Chriat.101
Three years later, in reply to Benjamin Kurtz, Krauth wrote "The View of
the American Lutheran Church in Regard to the Sacramental Presence of
Christ, 11102 in which he pointed out that the writer of the Confession must
be regarded as the judge of what is a fundamental doctrine or not.

When

Melanchthon refused to water down the tenth article of the Augsburg Confession in order to make it possible for the Zwinglians as well as the
adherents of the Tetrapolitan Confession to sign it, he demonstrated
that the doctrine of the Real Presence was so fundamental "that our Chuuch
lOOSpaeth, p. 27.

lOllbid., pp. 28, 29.

l02Lutheran Observer, June 29, 1849.
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permitted a separation of the Protestant party,rather than compromise it
in the slightest degree. 11103

It was in this doctr-i ne, Krauth wrote, that

the life and death of the Lutheran Church took place during the days of
the Reformation.
For a number of years after he had begun his study, Krauth was
unable to confess his belief in it, though he qualified it by writing
that one must believe in some kind of presence.

By 1866, however, he

had arrived at the conviction that not only was the Real Presence the most
fundamental of fundamental doctrines, but that all of the doctrines of
the Augusburg Confession must be considered thus.

Krauth renounced his

previous distinction between fundamental and non-fundamental doctrines
on July 13, 1865 in "The Aimless Battle":
To true unity of the Church is necessary an agreement in fundamentals,
and a vital part of the necessity is an agreement as to what are
fundamentals. The donctrinal articles of the Augsburg Confession are all articles of faith, and all articles of faith are fundamental. Our Church can never have a genuine internal harmony, except in the confession! without reservation or ambiguity, ,of these
articles, one .and all. 04
Krauth spelled out this new position further that same month in an article
entitled, "Baptism:

The Doctrine Set Forth in Holy Scripture, and

Taught ·in the Evangelical Lutheran Church, 11105 in which he insisted that
103spaeth, p. 165.
1 04The Lutheran and Missionary, July 13, 1865. Walther praised
Krauth's recantation as "an imperishable monument of the uprightness and
candor of his convictions," in Lehre und Webre, January 1883, p. 32.
Bente labeled it a "manly recantation," American Lutheranism (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1919).
lOSCharles Porterfield Krauth, ·"The Person of Our Lord and His
Sacramental Presence: The Evangelical and Reformed Doctrines Compared;
A Review of the 'German Reformed Church,' ··by Rev. E. V. Gerhardt, D.D.,
of Franklin and Marshal College." The Evangelical Review 18 (July 1867):
309-68.
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not only must a church accept the confessions in theory, but that the
church could not permit individuals to deviate from accepting them in
their original sense.

Krauth had come to understand how it indissolubly

coheres with all the other doctrines of Lutheranism.
Arriving at the conviction of the Real Presence, Krauth also
found it necessary to vindicate it against a number of Reformed scholars
in America.

In 1860, Krauth replied to E. V. Gerhart with "The Person of

Our Lord and His Sacramental Presence; The Evangelical Lutheran and Reformed Doctrines compared," in which he argued that the split between
Luther and Zwingli cannot be attributed primarily to their differeing
temperaments, psychological characters, moral characters, education,
political and social relations.

The root of the difference lay in that

"one accepted the true, the other a mistaken meaning of God's Word, on
certain points.

That is, and will forever remain, the real question be-

tween them. 11106

The differences furthermore, he wrote, were not differ-

ences of mode, but of fact, of the objective reality of Christ-whether
there is or is not a true presence of Christ in the sacrament.

In 1867,

be wrote a critique of William Shedd's publication, a History of Christian Doctrine. 1 07

Three years later, Krauth published another article

on the exegetical,historical differences between the Lutheran and Reformed
communions in which he contended that the doctrine of the Lord's Supper
was so inextricably interwoven with the entire fabric of Scripture that
106Krauth, "The. Person of Our Lord and His Sacramental Presence,"
p. 396.

107william Shedd, A History of Christian Doctrine, 2 vols. (New
York: Charles Scribner's, 1963). See Krauth, Conservative Reformation,
pp. 329-54.
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it cannot be torn "from its true connections without logically bringing
with it the whole system. 11108
In the period following Krauth, after years of conflict and
little progress towards agreement with the western synods, the General
Council began looking back toward the General Synod in a spirit of rap1>rocbment.109

The Genera1. Synod had begun to move toward a more con-

servative confessional position by acknowledging the correctness of all
the doctrines of the Augsburg Confession in 1864 and later expressing
more favorable opinions concerning the Formula of Concord. 110 This

.

created some hope within the General Council that~the General Synod would
eventually accept all the confessional writings of the Lutheran Church.
In the 1890s they entered into areas of limited cooperation by preparing an English liturgy known as the Common Service and, beginning in
1895, exchanged fraternal delegates.

Yet the General Synod's steadfast

refusal to recognize the Formula of Concord as a confession of the Lutheran Church remained as a major obstacle to further cooperation.

'11lis

led Schmauk to urge, in every way possible, the General Synod to accept
the Formula of Concord.
However, the Formula's presentation of the Lord's Supper and its
corollary, Christology, had come under virulent attack around the turn of
the century.

In 1890, Philip Schaff, after discussing in a calm and

l08 charles Porterfield Krauth, "The New Testament Doctrine of the
Lord's Supper, as confessed by the Evangelical Lutheran Church, Thetically
Stated, with the Exegetical Argument," Mercersburg Review, April 1870, P•
165. This work became the first part of Krauth's massive treatment in
th~ Conservative Reformation, pp. 585-663.
l09see Fevold, pp. 332-35.

110wolf, p. 267.
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fairly objective manner, the doctrines and values of the early Lutheran
Confessions, revealed his reformed stance and launched into a scathing
attack upon the Formula of Concord and especially its treatment of the
communication of attributes and the genus maiestaticum.

Strict logic,

he wrote, would require, :.that for there to be any communication of attributes, it must be mutual, "if the human nature is capable of the divine,
the divine nature must be capable of the human."
Formula was logically inconsistent.

Here, he felt, the

With regard to the genus maiestati-

cum, he held that if some attributes are communicated, "all are communicated," for they are a unit.

He concluded that the Lutheran church was

wrong for substituting the presence of the corporeal presence of Christ
for the presence of the Holy Spirit. 111

On

this latter point there

existed agreement, as Krauth had earlier charged the Reformed with replacing the centrality of Christ with the Holy Spirit.

From within the Gen-

eral Synod, J. W. Richard hoped to avoid further movement toward the
General Council, and assailed the Formula of Concord for its philosophical
and metaphysical invention of "ubiquity" as the foundation for the Lutheran doctrine of the Real Presence.

This, he argued, had no practical

value for the church of their day. 112

In general, he picked up on the

111Philipp Schaff, Creeds of Christendom, 3 vols. .(New York:
Harper & Row, 1931; reprint, Grand Rapids: Baker'BookHouse,1983) 1:320,
324, 328.
112This charge has been renewed in recent times by Friedrich
Mildenberger in Theology of the Lutheran Confessions, Edwin Lueker,
· trans. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986). In the Formula of Concord
discussion of the modes of Christ's presence, Mildenberger asks, "What · ·
did such a metaphysical description of the presence of Christ contribute
to the understanding of the gospel? The fact is that it dissolved the
relationship between the sacrament and its historical basis in the passion
of Christ." On the genus maiestaticum, he writes that it offers "no assistance in thinking about an earthly Jesus," pp. 177, 182.
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objections against the Formula that had been raised by other non-Lutheran
Protestants.
Schmauk maintained, however, that the point of spearation between Luther and Zwingli, was not some theoretical ubiquity intended to
bolster the Real Presence.

The real difference was between the ~Reformed

and Lutheran conception of the reality of the Person of Christ," a reality
that forms the ground of Christ's work for our justification.

Hence,

in no way could the Lutherans give it up without giving up the essence

of the Christian faith.

Quoting Krauth, Schmauk held that the divergence

between the two systems resulted from one accepting the true meaning of
God's word, while the other was mistaken.

The real obstacle to accepting

the Lutheran doctrine of sacramental Christology was the emphasis of his
opponents upon the use of reason . to judge Scripture.
The leaders of "confessional approach" saw that in the doctrine
of the Lord's Supper the central teachings of Lutheran theology were at
stake:

Christology, justification and Law and Gospel.

Accordingly, the

doctrine of the Lord's Supper became for them a "touchstone" by which the
purity and truth of the Gospel would be revealed and by which any given
theological system could be evaluated.

In his Summary of the Christian

Faith, Jacobs maintained that the Lord's Supper ,se~s forth the proper relation between the various doctrines of Lutheranism.
The words of the Gospel which it brings and -seals to the individual,
every time he communes, condense all that is taught in both Old and
New Testament. It is an impressive 9nmmary of God's entire revelation of Himself to man. It fixes the lines along which faith moves
and according to which it works, in its further study of God's Word
and in the practice
the duties and the bearings of the trials of
1
the :Christian life.

~J

113Jacobs, A Snmmary of the Christian Faith, pp. 366-67.
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As this doctrine had been the point of disruption and disunity between
Lutherans and non-Lutherans, any efforts toward reconciling the two communions must begin here.

But at the heart of the Lord's Supper stood

the issue of Christology.
Krauth published a number of articles dealing with that very
topic.

In 1849, he translated the chapter from Scbmid's work entitled,

"The 'Person of Christ' According to.the Older Theologians of the Evangelical Lutheran Cburch. 11114 He followed this with an exegetical treatment on the "transf.iguration of Chirst. 11115 Throughout these works,
Krauth directed the reader to seek in the doctrine of the Lord's Supper
the clearest revelation of Jesus Christ--of his person and his work.
The truth is, that this doctrine, clearly revealed in the Rew
Testament, clearly confessed by the early Church, lies at the very
heart of the Evangelical system--Christ is the centre of the system,
and in the Supper is the centre of Christ's revelation of Himself.
The glory and mystfll of the incarnation combine there as they combine nowhere else. 1
Krauth saw in this doctrine, a fundamental difference in the way the
Lutherans and the Reformed understand how God reveals himself to us-a difference of Law and Gospel.

Does God reach down into human life

through the means which are easily apprehended by the hnman senses of
sight, sound and touch, or must man ascend beyond and transcend the
material world in order to find God.

Krauth stressed that by the human

nature becoming the medium of Christ's divine nature, the physical and
material bas become the point of contact between God and man.
114The Mercersburg Review, ·May 1849, pp. 272-306.
115The Evangelical Review 2 (October 1850):237-65.
116icrauth, The Conservative Reformation, p. 655.

This is
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important and comforting for human beings, who are largely sense oriented
creatures.

Krauth wrote that:

when Christ touches the disciples, it continues the lesson of the
cross, that is, the humanity of Christ is the organ of Deity, that
nothing divine may in the mediatorial kingdom be separated from the
human. It is the voice, the touch; the reception into his arms, some
act of his humanity from which, not a single eff~tion of divine power
recorded of Christ in the Gospels•is sundered.
Krauth also emphasized, that through the union of the spiritual and material, the latter becomes sanctified:

"The Christian religion invests

Christ with his true form, and hallows all that touches him, because that
very contact imparts to the meanest object a grace and glory beyond the
reach of earthly powers. 11118
Schmauk likewise reagarded the Lord's Supper as the supreme revelation of Christ together with being the source of the Christian's highest comfort.

He went out of his way to distance the Formula of Concord

from criticisms of it as an abstract theological-dogmatical treatise
and to move it into the realm of the most vital concems of the Christian
faith and life.

Schmauk wrote,

This divergence--divisive at the start--centering always somewhere in
the doctrine of Christ or of his Person, fundamental all the way from
Luther's early teachings down to the Formula of Concord, affected all
the great doctrines, the Law and the Gospel, the Scriptures, the Word
and the Sacrament, the Ministry, the doctrine of the Church, and preeminently the culminating doctrine of the Lord's Supper. 119
Schmauk counter-charged that it was the Reformed teaching which transforms the doctrine of Christology into a speculative, spiritual, abstract
117lb id. , p. 2 60 •
118 c. P. Krauth, "The Tral!sfiguration," Evangelical Review 2
(October 1850):257. ~
119schmauk, The Confessional Principle, p. 783.
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doctrine, whereas the Lutheran doctrine grounded it firmly in reality
and life.

The Lutheran teaching reveals a Christ who was active in the

work of our justification.

Turning back to Luther, Schmauk wrote, "to

Luther--and this is the keynote of Lutheran Protestantism, as distinguished from Calvinism, Zwinglianism, and all other Protestantism-there
was no room for any other vision of God than that which Christ gives
us. 11120 Schmauk emphasized that for Luther it was the whole Christ who
was active in every Word and act, and the Lord's Supper was the culmination of and essence of all words and acts.

Rather than separating the

divine and human, the infinite and finite, as did the Reformed, thereby
removing it beyond the realm of our senses, Lutheran theology kept them
united.
Schmauk went out of h-is way to emphasize the Formula of ·concord
as the church's most thorough and greatest confession of Christ.

"It

concentrates the whole Lutheran Confession upon Christ, the Son of the
living God. 11121

Time and again, he calls the Formula the "Christ-symbol

of the Lutheran Church, 11122 and the "Church's great confession of
Christ."123

The Formula of Concord's most illustrious service is "its

attempt in twelve statements to confess "the pure doctrine of the Christian Church concerning the Person of Christ. 11124

In this, it has a

special value distinct from the Augsburg Confession.
The crowning distinction of the Formula of Concord is that it is the
Confession of the Work and the Person of Christ-the Work as we find
it in saving the lost, the Person as the background and explanation
120ibid., pp. 772, 800.
121Ibid., p. 817.

122 Ibid., p. 751.

123Ibid., p. 817.

124Ibid., p. 779.
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of that salvation. The Formula of Concord is not; like the Augsburg
Confession, ecclesiastfW or reformatory in its treatment: it is
wholly soteriological.
The first half of the Formula, he observed, dealt with the work of Christ,
while the latter half treated the basis of Christ's work--his person.

On

the basis of its presentation of Christ, Scbmauk concluded, the "Formula
of Concord may rest its case as to whether it is and is entitled to be
acknowledged as the Symbol of the Lutheran Faith, and the culminating
confession of the whole Lutheran Churcb. 11126
Summary
During its fifty-one years of life as an independent, ecclesiasticl organization, the efforts of the General Council to unite Lutherans
in America on the basis of a mutual acceptance of and adherence to the

symbolical books of the Lutheran Church met with bittersweet success.
Through the impact of their writings and influence on the General Synod,
the latter finall;,y acknowledged the Formula of Concord in the second decade of the twentieth century, thereby paving the way for a merger in

1919 between the General Synod, the General Synod South, and the General
Council.

While successful in obtaining recognition for the confessional

writings of the Lutheran church, it may be argued that they ultimately

lost the hope for a common faith.

Unfortunately, the General Council

was unable to push their confessionalism through to its practical conclusions in the life of the church.
As leaders who sought to uncover the Lutheran confessional treasures and heritage for the Lutheran church in America, their success and
l25Ib.d
1 . , p. 819.

126Ibid., p. 818.
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contribution were significant.

They contributed much to the field of

Lutheran.symbolics through their prolific writing.

Their unique contri-

bution lay in their endeavor to adopt and adapt their Lutheran confessional heritage to America without eviscerating it of its content and
distinctiveness.

s.

Thus, they rejected the "American Lutheranism" of the

S. Schmucker and the General Synod.

On

the other hand, they attempted

to take cognizance of the unique American environment in which Lutheranism
must now live and flourish, not by the dictates of the state, but by the
persuasive proclamation of the church.

This, they felt, was not fully

appreciated or understood by the synods in the West who had only a
recent history in America.

Thus, to build a confessional Lutheran

church in America, they formulated the confessional principle in which
they stressed both the distinctive content of the confessions as pure
and scriptural, and the role of confessions as educative witnesses to
that content.

CHAPTER THREE

THE DOCTRINAL APPROACH
At the dawn of the nineteenth century apatliy if not hostility
characterized the attitude of most Lutherans toward the doctrinal heritage bequeathed them in the Book of Concord.

But small signs of a re-

newed appreciation for the Lutheran Confessions emerged at the very time
America began to push back the boundaries of its western frontier.

It

first appeared when Lutheranism in the east moved westward across the
Appalachian Mountains.

On July 17, 1820, in opposition to the formation

of the proposed -G eneral Synod without a confessional basis, five pastors
and nineteen laymen rallied beneath the banner of the Lutheran Confessions
and pledged themselves in 'doctrine and discipline' to all twenty-eight
articles of the Augsburg Confession.l This established the Evangelical
lin 1820, no synod in America unreservedly accepted the entire
Augsburg Confession. In 1794 the Pennsy.lvania Ministerium dropped its
reference to the Augsburg Confession. In 1803 when the North Carolina
Synod was formed, no mention was made of the confessions though in 1817
they adopted twenty-two articles of the Augsburg confession. In 1914, F.
H. Quitman, the president of the New York Ministerium, published his
rationalistic catechism which denied several of the most important doctrines of the Lutheran church. See Alvin Kollmann, "The Tennessee Synod:
Its History and Polity" (S.T.M. Thesis, Concordia Seminary, 1958), p.
42; Socrates Henkel, History of the Evangelical Lutheran Tennessee Synod
(Rew Market, VA: Henkel & Co., Printers and Publishers, 1890), p. 13;
Carl S. Meyer, ed., Moving Frontiers (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1964), pp. 18-34. In its second session, the synod resolved to
place a copy of the Augsburg Confession in every church. Socrates
Henkel, p. 46; the Small Catechism of Martin Luther became the chief
book for catechetical instruction; they appended a complete copy of the
Augsburg Confession in German, to their proceedings, one of the first
editions ever printed in the America, which included all 28 articles
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Lutheran Tennessee Synod as the first Lutheran synod in America to accept·:
the entire Augsburg Confession without reservation and in its own way,
the Tennessee Synod became a "Missouri synod before the Missouri synod. 112
A staunch confessionalism appeared again when German immigrants .sailed.up
the Mississippi :.toward St. Louis and settled in the Midwest during the
mid-nineteenth century.

On

April 26, 1847, twelve congregations met in

Chicago to form the Missouri Synod and accepted all the symbolical writings of the Lutheran church as their doctrinal standard.
Both of these bodies, but ·e specially Missouri, embraced a "doctrinal approach" to the Lutheran Confessions.
two important aspects.
of pure doctrine.

This approach encompassed

First, they were concerned with the formulation

Secondly, they demonstrated an equally serious concern

to apply that doctrine in the life of the church.

They maintained that

pure teaching was merely a means to an end, not the end itself.

They be-

lieved that without the former the latter mattered little; without.the
latter, the former did not benefit the church.

For them, there was "no

such thing in the thristian Church as mere teaching; all teaching is to
be reduced to practice. • •

•

Doctrine is the basis for every activity

...

(Kollmann, p. 60); and at its ninth session, on September 8, 1828, the
Tennessee synod recommended that every member of the church read the
"Christian Book of Concord, or the Symbolical Books of the Evangelical
Lutheran Church, and that students of theology to study it carefully,"
Henkel, p. 75. Though they did not formally adopt it, they also ·committed
themselves to the entire Book of Concord-. Edward C. Fredrich, "The For~
mula of Concord in the History of American Lutheranism," No Other Gospel:
Essays in .C omemoration ·o f the 400th Anniversary of the Formula of Concord
1580-1980 (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing House, 1980), p. 111.
2Henry E. Jacobs, "The Historical Antecedents of the General Council," Lutheran Church Review 31 (April 1913):226.
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of the Church. 113 An orthodox, confessional Lutheran was one who upheld
both of these aspects.
Unconditional Subscription
The •n often regarded as the driving force behind the confessionalism of the Tennessee synod and who is credited with convincing
the Tennessee Synod of the value of the Lutheran confessions so that
they might become living ecclesiastical symbols and doctrinal norms for
Lutherans in America is David Henkel (May 4, 1795-June 15, 1831). 4

Among

the long line of Henkel pastors stretching back to the days of the Reformation, he might have been the most theologically gifted.

The synod lie

helped found served as a leaven of confessional Lutheranism in the east
when the majority of Lutherans seemed to be gravitating towards an opposition position.

In much the same way the attitude of C. F. W. Walther

(October 25, 1811-May 7, 1887) towards the Lutheran Confessions became
determinative for the future interpretation and application of the symbolical books within the Missouri.Synod and also provides one of the
keys for understanding its inner unity and strength as well as its outward growth and expansion during the nineteenth century.

Those that

followed him, particularly Francis Pieper (June 27, 1852-June 3, 1931)
3Francis Pieper, Unsere Stellung in Lehre und Praxis, Vortrag
gehalten vor der Delegatsynode 1893 der Synode von Missouri, Ohio und
anderen Staaten (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1896), p. 42.
4 surprisingly, little has been written about David Henkel or his
theology. Historians have tended to focus their works either on David
Henkel's father, Paul, or on the formation and life of the Tennessee
Synod. Even Tappert, in tracing the development of conf essionalism in
America devotes only a small amount of space to David Henkel, and that
in connection with S.S. Schmucker. Theodore G. Tappert, Lutheran Confessional Theology in America: 1840-1880 ·(New York: Oxford University
Press, 1972), pp. 23-24.
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and Friedrich Bente (January 22, 1858-December 15, 1930), added little
that was new to Walther's understanding of confessional subscription.
Their writings demonstrate, rather, a marked propensity to preserve
Walther's attitude and approach toward the confess-i ons during the half
century following death.s
David Henkel and the Tennessee Synod
What led David Henkel to advocate a renewed confessionalism at
a time when the movement towards union and away .from the Lutheran Confessions was evident within numerous sectors of the church?

When others dis-

tanced themselves from the Lutheran confessions why did Henkel value
them as integral for the life of the church!

To find the answers to

these questions, one must understand Henkel's call for confessional
loyalty in the light of his pastoral concern for the welfare of the
church:
Thousands have joined churches with whose peculiar doctrines they are
not acquainted, and even do not know whether the government is republican, aristocratical or monarchial. They are satisfied with
what they hear from their ministers, without even exarn1.n:lng their
creeds, or forms of govemrnent. Such being ignorant, they are already prepared for a state of slavery.6
Henkel believed that the ecclesiastical and doctrinal life of the church
in America had deteriorated to the point where Christian freedom and the

5w.

H. T. Dau, "Dr. Francis Pieper the Churchman," Concordia
Theological Monthly 2 (October 1931):730 •
•

6David Henkel, "To Lutherans," Report of the Transactions of the
6th German Evangelical Iutheran Synod of Tennessee held in St. John's
Church, Lincoln County, N. C. on the 5th of Sept & the succeeding days
(New Market: Printed in Solomon Benkel's Office, 1825), p. 41; B. D.
Weissinger reports that over a peridd of years, Henkel grew in the conviction that the church of his day was drifting from its doctrinal moorings in The Work of the Pioneers of the Tennessee Synod: .An Address
Delivered at its Centennial Celebration (Lincolnton, NC: n.p., 1920), p. 13.

•
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pure proclamation of the gospel were threatened.

To reverse these trends

and to revive the life and vitality of the church Henkel believed that
the Lutheran church must once again become a confessional church--a
church proclaiming its unity of faith in Christ by unanimously confessing the Christ of Word and Sacrament.

This led Henkel to call upon

the General Synod to find its unity not merely in an outward organization,
but ill acommon confession of the faith and for the North Carolina synod
to adopt an explicit confessional statement.
In the spring of 1818, the North Carolina synod initiated a new
effort in the search for Lutheran unity when it drafted a letter urging the Pennsylvania Ministerium to draw up a proposal for the formation
of a central organization which would unite Lutherans in America. 7 A
year later, in consultation with Gottlieb Shober, the Pennsylvania synod
published the Plan Entwurf, a proposal for the formation of the General
Synod.

This plan called for Lutheran synods to unite under the umbrella

of one organization without destroying the identity of those synods which
joined.
The Plan Entwurf contained proposals, however, which would govern
numerous aspects of its member synods in both ecclesiastical matters and
doctrinal ma~ters.

In the sphere of ecclesiastical matters the plan

proposed that the synod control the publication of liturgies, hymnals
and catechisms for use among member churches and introduce new books for
general use within the church.

In the sphere of doctrine, the Plan

Entwurf prevented the General Synod from altering ~hose doctrines already
7Richard C. Wolf, Documents of Lutheran Unity in America (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), p. 53 •
• 1.

.-.V..5

accepted within its member synods.

However, if differences or dissen-

sions in doctrine arose within any synod or ministerium, and if onethird of that ministerium appealed to the governing body, the General
Synod would serve as an arbiter or court of final appeals in the disputes.8
In 1820, David Henkel responded to the proposed Gener.al Synod
with a polemical tract entitled Carolinian Herald of Libertz1.

In this

tract, he accused those who drafted the Plan Entwurf of undermining
Christian liberty by basing church unity upon conformity in external
ceremonies and rites.

Not only did this deprive local synods of the

freedom to determine their liturgy, their hymnals, and their catechisms
but, most importantly, Henkel believed that they cast doubt upon the
certainty of a sinner's justification by requiring outward conformity in
ecclesiastical matters.

Hankel made a direct correlation between the

unity of the church and the doctrine of justification.

Whatever "is

necessary to Christian union is also necessary to justification. 119
Since both, justification and the unity of the church, consisted
of faith in Christ, they required only the preaching of the gospel and
the administration of the sacraments to create them. 10 Since Christian
unity consisted of a common faith in Christ, only the church's confession of Christ could man ifest the church's faith in Christ.
8 1bid.

1

For Henkel

P· 54.

9navid Henkel, Carolinaian Herald of Liberty; Religious and Political; Or 1 a Testimony against attempted measures, which in their nature

are calculated to lead to the establishment of Papery among Protestants
• • • in an ORATION (Salisbury, NC: n.p., 182L), p. 7.

10lb id. , p • 12 •
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then, the church needed to proclaim its unanimity of faith in Christ by
unanimously confessing Word and ·sacrament.11
Benkel.'~s Emphasis on Doctrine
A

universal confession of the Christ in Word and Sacrament neces-

sarily involved agreement in doctrine.

For Henkel, divergent and con-

tradictory doctrines could no more coexist peacefully than God and Satan.
Since all truth originated with God and pointed men to Christ; every
false teaching originated with the devil, the father of lies, and
pointed men away from Christ. 12

This led him to sound the waming:

"let men therefore, not be indifferent in regard to what they believe. 1113

In the same vein, Henkel argued that it was not an expression of Christian love to overlook or to explain away the differences in doctrine
between denominations:
It would contradict common sense itself, to suppose that all when
they are repugnant to each other should be right; yet in order to
have, as it is vulgarly and erroneously called Charity for all, the
diversity of sentiments is attributed to ignorance which they consecrate as innocent errors. 1
Henkel called ignorance of doctrine criminal.
meant ignorance of Christ.

Ignorance of doctrine

Henkel found this ignorance especially evi-

dent among the laity who tended to countenance the notion that as long as
one believed sincerely and meant well it did not matter what or how one
believed. 15
11Ibid.; p. 6.

12 Ibid., p. 64.

13navid .Henkel, Answer to Hr. Joseph Moore, the Methodist; with
a few fragments on the Doctrine of Justification (New Market, VA: Printed
in S. Benkel's Office, by S. G. Henkel, 1826), p. 166.
14tbid., p. 166.

15Renkel, Carolinian Herald of Libery, p. 19.
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To search for unity without a confessional consensus might pre-.
pare the way for a visible union of all Christians but Henkel charged
that, since truth and falsehood were antithetical, the former creating
unity, the latter disunity, any attempts to establish fellowship without
doctrinal agreement were doomed to failure from the start.
in doctrine originally had divided denominations.

not end until they proclaimed a common faith.

Differences

These divisions would

"As soon as they all be-

lieve one doctrine, then the cause of division ceases; union then.,rithout
any further exertions, will be the infallible result. 1116
Standards and Norms of Lutheran Doctrine
Henkel argued that ~utherans always had been united by such a
oneness in faith and that the Augsburg Confession was the standard of
their unity, "because it exhibits the same views they have on the Scriptures, and is formal declaration of what they believe. 1117

Furthermore,

this standard of unity had proven itself as an enduring basis for unity:
It stood the test against the papists, in the assembled Diet of Germany; its doctrines defied all opposition; its contents are the
very vitals of the holy religion of Jesus; its truths like the iDDovable pillars of the universe, and fair like the gilded morning,
have transversed the Aflantic ocean, blessing its German Sons in the
wilderness of America.
Accordingly, Henkel called upon the formulators of the Plan Entwurf to
unite beneath the standard which proclaimed the faith of the Lutheran
16rbid., p. 16.
17navid Henkel, "Constitution of the Evangelical Lutheran Tennessee Synod with Bema~ks," Liturgy, or Books of Forms, Authorized by the
Evangelical Lutheran Synod (New Market, VA: s. Benkel's Printing Office,
1843), p. 22.
18Henkel, Carolinian Herald of Liberty, p. 3.
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church--the Augsburg Confession--thereby establishing the General Synod
as a confessional church.
Henkel considered the absence of a common confessional basis
for unity within the General Synod as the natural outcome of the drift
towards confessional laxity within the North Carolina synod.

The North

Carolina synod had officially accepted, as part of their constitution,
a watered down version of twenty-two articles of the Augsburg Confession in 1817.

But, even then, its leaders either failed to live and

teach according to that standard or they ignored it altogether.
several years Henkel had attempted to halt that drift.

For

This resulted

in repeated confrontations with Gottlieb Shober over which of them

taught correct Lutheran doctrine.

The enmity between the two men rose

to a boiling point in 1819 at the annual meeting of the North Carolina
Synod during which the deeply rooted doctrinal differences between
Henkel and Shober flared into public dispute. 19

The Synod reduced

Henkel to the rank of catechist and refused to ordain him.

But on Trin-

ity Sunday, at the constitutionally appointed time for the synodical
meeting, David Henkel was ordained by bis brother, Phillip Henkel.
At the following meeting in Lincolnton, 1820, Henkel's ordination
was called into question.

The Renkels defended it by asserting that

they had acted in accordance with the constitution whereas the meeting
called six weeks earlier than scheduled was unconstitutional.

The crux

of the entire conflict for him, however, was whether or not Shober and
l9see Stanley D. Padgett, The Theology of Paul Henkel: In relation to his Environment," ~.T.M. Thesis, St. Louis: Concordia Seminary,
1967), p. 148.
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Storck~taughtLutheran doctrine with regard to baptism, the Lord's Supper,
creedal subscription, unionism, regeneration, conversion, and predestination.

These doctrinal differences together with the North Carolina

synod's decision to join the ·G eneral Synod in that very meeting precipitated the decision of Henkel and others to leave the North Carolina
synod in order to form the Tennessee synod.20
Norms for Pastors and People
The formation of the Tennessee Synod created confusion in the
minds of various congregations as to the specific differences and points
of disagreement between the two synods.

To clear up the confusion,

the Tennessee synod proposed public debates with the North Carolina
Synod on several occasions in order to make known the doctrinal positions
of each synod.

After four.years of receiving no answers to their pro-

posals, the Tennessee Synod commissioned David Henkel in 1827 to prepare
a paper showing the propriety for such debates.

Henkel addressed this

essay "To Lutherans" and in it he contended that the church was bound
to make a clear confession of her faith.

Drawing upon 1 Peter 3:15 he

argued that since it was the duty of Christians to give a reason for
the hope within them, it was also the duty of synods to make a clear
confession of their faith:

"Thus others might be able to recognize

20This is also the conclusion of L.A. Fox, "Origin of the
Tennessee Synod: Address delivered at its Centennial Celebration in
Lincolnton, North Carolina," (n.p., 1920), and Weissinger, although Henkel in reflecting six years after the event, cites both the formation
of the General Synod and the doctrinal disagreements within the North
Carolina Synod as the cause. F. Bente in American Lutheranism, 2 vols.
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing Bouse, 1919) cites both the General
Synod and the doctrinal differences as the reason for the split, 1:152;
Wolf in Documents states that the schism resulted over "matters of
polity, doctrine, and person animosity." p. 72.

. 1·so
whether or not one's teachings are agreeable to the Scriptures and
whether to have fellowship with them. 1121 A clear confession witnessed
to the truth of the church's faith and benefited the spiritual welfare
of the church by instructing the uninformed, comforting the contrite, and
refuting false charges.
Henkel contended that since the Lutheran church proclaimed its
faith in the Augsburg Confession. thereby distinguishing itself from all
other denominations, the Augsburg Confession was not merely the confession
of an individual. but a confession of the church:

the "whole of it is

viewed by the Lutheran community as true and Scriptural. 1122

This meant

that Lutheran ministers were not at liberty to deviate from it wherever
they perceived it as false.

When they deviated from ;his confession,

they infringed upon the rights of the coDD11Unity.

For when they were or-

dained, they asserted in their vows that it was Scriptural.

But they

subsequently taught something else under the cover of the Lutheran
name.

But each minister was accountable to the others.

Each had the

responsibility to watch the official conduct of others because doctrines
taught by one could be attributea to the other as part of the one body
they constituted. 23
21navid Henkel, "Constitution of the Evangelical Lutheran Tennessee Synod: Which was adopted and ratified by the Session held in St.
Paul's Church, Lincoln County, N. C., in the month of September, 1828,"
Re ort of the Transactions of the Evan elical Lutheran Tennessee S od
New Market, VA: 1853), p. 22.
22David Henkel, "To Lutherans," p. 38.
23 Ibid., p. 37.
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Henkel also called upon the laity to fulfill the responsibility
they took upon themselves when they made their confirmation vows.

They

had a duty to know whether or not the teaching of their pastors was 1n
accordance with ·:the faith of the Lutheran church which they had pledged
to maintain and uphold:
All Lutherans are pledged to their creed with a vow, it is necessary
that they know whether or not their ministers teach contrary to that
creed. To support such a minister would be to act contrary to his
vow. Every Lutheran ought to be both, certain of his creed, and
prove from Scripture that his creed contains errors before he adopts
a different one.24
On these grounds, Henkel called upon the·North Carolina Synod to be exa-

mined to establish whether it deviated from the Augsburg Confession in
the most important doctrines of the Lutheran church:

the person and

incarnation of Christ, justification, repentance, good works, baptism,
the Lord's supper, and church government.
1830-1880: C. F. W. Walther
and the Missouri Synod
Even more than Henkel, the confessionalism of C. F. W. Walther
was forged in the fires of personal experience with doctrinal indifferentiation, unionism, and rationalism. 25

Like Henkel, Walther immersed

himself in an intensive study of Luther and the Confessions in order to
find a means by which the church could be revitalized •.

So thoroughly

did Walther and the early Missouri Synod leaders instill into their
people a dedication to the maintenance and promotion of pure doctrine,
that seventy years after the synod's founding, it was a mark of the
24tbid., p. 48.
25Lewis w. Spitz, The Life of C. F. W. Walther (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1961), p. 85.
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pastors and leaders of the Missouri Synod tha·t they "never, ay never,"
tired of discussing doctrine on the basis of the Confessions and the
Scriptures.

"That is one trait that may be called 'the spirit of

Missouri. ' 112 6
Distress in Germany:
Unionism

Rationalism and

Walther developed his attitude toward the confessions in an atmosphere of severe spiritual struggles and controversies while living on
two continents, Europe and America. 27 A number of conditions in Germany
contributed to the "rugged, stubborn, tenacious features 112 8 of the confessionalism of Walther and Missouri.

Perhaps the most important was

the Enlightenment, which had swept through Germany and all of Europe
during the eighteenth century and lingered on into the nineteenth century.

Its·strong rationalism made reason the final arbiter for man in

all areas of life, including his faith.

This often resulted in a rejec-

tion of revealed religion and,-:,;with it, a rejection of ma~ of the historic doctrines of Christianity.
greatest attention.

Morality not doctrine received the

Though modified by supernaturalism, the emphasis

upon reason remained one of its central characteristics.

As a pastor who

sought to teach Lutheran doctrine, Walther found himself confronted by
2 6Quoted in Walther A. Baepler, A Century of Grace: A History of
the Missouri Synod, 1847-1947 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1947), p. 13.
27For histeries of C. F. W. Walther, see Spitz, Life of Walther,
and Lewis W. Spitz, Sr., "Walther's Contribution to Lutheranism," Concordia Theological Monthly 32 (October 1961):583-90.
28w. H. T. Dau, "Confessionalism of the Missouri Synod," Theological Monthly 1 (January 1921):3-4.
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a rationalistic superintendent who opposed him at every turn.29
The strongest reaction against rationalism came not from
the pastors and theologians, but from the laity in the form of the Awaken-

ing, a movement emphasizing not the rational and cognitive aspects of
man but rather his senses and emotions.

They preferred a "faith which

they could feel, to the 'reason' which they could not understand. 1130
Rather than reiterating the denominational differences among Protestants
they emphasized a general type of Christianity or Protestantism.
While not rejecting doctrine, they maintained an indifferent attitude toward it.

"Doctrine" was subordinated, not to one's subjective

.

reason, but to one's subjective feelings.

Shortly before entering the

university, Walther joined a small group of students that belonged to
this movement, a "pious fraternity" in which they would meet for prayer,
Scripture reading, and discussion of things pertaining to salvation.
Their leader placed a strong emphasis on the necessity of experiencing
God's wrath in all its severity before one could experience his grace
which brought Walther to the brink of despair.31
These two movements enabled Frederick William III to initiate the
Prussian Union in 1817 whereby he sought to make the church subordinate
29Baepler, p. 45.
30walter 0. Forster, Zion on the Mississippi: The Settlement of
the Saxon Lutherans in Missouri 1839-1841 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1953), p. 14.
31see C. F. w. Walther, The Proper Distinction Between Law and
Gospel, Thirty-Nine Evening Lectures with Foreword by Jaroslav Pelikan,
w. H. T. Dau, ed. (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing Bouse 1986), pp. 14050 for an account of this period together with one of the books Walther
read which led him into doubt and despair.
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to the purpose and goals of the state.
his subjects were Lutheran.

He was a Calvinist while more of

Yet Frederick forced the two traditions

together and created a union church.

The main features of this union

included the joint celebration of the sacrament of the altar by Lutherans and Reformed together with the introduction of a new, neutral
liturgy, which actually contained many Reformed elements.

After 1830,

the Prussian government took stern measures against those who resisted
the Union.

"Lutherans not conforming to the -decree of 1817 were re-

moved from civil service, pastors were imprisoned, congregations disbanded.1132

Those who opposed the Union in Prussia were frequently

deposed from office and often forced to flee the country.

Though not

implemented in Saxony, the force of the Union was felt as here and
there attempts were made to introduce the Prussian Agenda.
All of this had a devastating impac~ upon confessional Lutheranism up until 1817 at which time it received a fresh impetus from the
Ninety-five theses published by Claus Harms.

Though all ministers were

still formally conmitted to the symbolical books of the Lutheran church,
Walther viewed that subscription as "nothing but an empty comedy," and the
church ordinances as actual and manifest repudiations of the confessions
of the Church.33 Among the pastors and officials of the church stat~~there
were many who recognized the inconsistency of committing themselves to·.eae
confessional writings when they no longer held to their contents.

Some

advocated an "outright change and wished to abolish the pastors'
32Baepler, p. 12.
33Quoted in Dau, "Confessionalism of the Missouri Synod," p. 3.
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pledge to the Symbols."

Others preferred a less drastic action and pro-

posed to "revise the Confessions to make them conform to the prevalent
conception of Protestantism and thus to elim1oete the necessity of forcing
a liberalistic interpretation upon them. 11 34
In addition to what Walther perceived as the spiritual sterility
of the prevailing state of religion in Germany,

two

events in his personal

life are often singled out as the significant and contributing elements
in the development of Walther's confessionalism.

After a period of time

in his pietistic circle of friends, Waltl>,er found no peace of conscience

and a friend encouraged him to write Martin Stephan from whom he received
a letter of absolution that lifted the burden from Walther's shoulders .
and marked a turning point in his life.35 Perhaps the greatest contributing factor to Walther's theological development was the result of an
illness during the winter of 1831-32, during which he had the opportunity
to study Luther's works.

In that study, Walther developed a deep con-

viction regarding the doctrine of justification which in turn "leads
him to accept the Lutheran Con£ essions. n36
Distress in America

The confessional convictions of Walther developed in Germany
34rorster, p. 23-4. Carl Mundinger, Government ..1n·.:the Missouri
Synod (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1947), believes that such
were actually -o n their way out as rationalism was in its twilight and
Lutheran confessionalism was just entering into the brightness of day.
35Brwin L. Lueker, nJustification in the Theology of Walther,"
. Concordia Theological Monthly 32 (October 1961):599. He traces steps by
which Walther reached the conviction that justification is the center
of all theology.
36i.ueker, p. 601.
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were to be tested and strengthened after his arrival in America.

Seeking

to leave behind them the sad state of religion in Germany, Walther and
the Saxons found themselves confronting the very things which they had
hoped to escape.

Upon landing in Missouri, they encountered criticism

and opposition from Germans who accepted enlightenment thought.

Their

paper, Anzeiger des Westens, advocated "political and religious liberalism and was the leading representative of 'an enlightened German thought'
in the Middle West. 1137
If the Saxons had expected to escape the milieu of nineteenth-century
liberalism by coming to the United States, they merely exchanged it
for the atmosphere of an earlier phase of the Aufklltuuu~ • • • If
they had hoped to rid themselves of the restraints of a government
which prescribed the liturgy they were to use, they had also sacrificed the protection of a government which had legislated against
personal criticism of a clergyman in the public press. Here they
were to be exposed to criticism uninhibited in method and brutal in
intent. 38
The Anzeiger objected to all forms of religious organizations and regarded pastors as despicable.

The newly arrived Saxons had to defend

themselves.
A second tribulation was the scandal which led to the deposition·
of Martin Stephan, which led many of the immigrants to doubt that they
were the true church and the legitimacy of the ministry.

This forced

Walther, once again, to study even more intensely Luther and the Confessions.

Next to the Word of God, "it was the testimony of the Lutheran

Confessions and compelling reasons drawn from them in able arguments
that stablished their faltering hearts and revived their drooping
37Baepler, pp. 31, 32.
38Forster, p. 244.
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spirits. 1139

In the Altenburg Debate, Walther emerged the acknowledged

leader of the Saxons.

His Thirteen Theses demonstrates his familiarity

and reliance upon the Lutheran Confessions, and established a format he
would frequently follow, presenting thesis, Scripture passages, and testimony from the confessions, and church fathers to explicate specific
doctrinal and practical issues.
Once they had dealt with the issue of church and ministry, Walther
and the Missourians were unable to rest for long.
almost immediate resistance from fellow Lutherans.

They had encountered
At the very time

Walther became the recognized leader of a "Confessional Lutheranism" :_1n
the West, S.

s.

Schmucker became the spokesman of an "American Lutheran.;.

ism" in the East.

Their antithetical approaches to the confessions led

them to engage in various polemical exchanges.

The Missourians had to

fight for recognition as Lutherans, as "their own brethren in name denied
their Lutheran character. 1140 Moreover, shortly after settling the
Stephan affair, they encountered a form of his hierarchical views of the
ministry among fellow immigrants and confessional Lutherans in the attitudes of J. A. Grabau and the Buffalo Synod which also led to increased
tensions with Wilhelm Loehe to whom the Missourians owed so much.
In an attempt to vindicate themselves as Lutherans, Walther founded
Der Luthetaner in 1844.

In the first issue he expressed what he perceived

39 nau, "Confessionalism of the Missouri Synod," p. 4. In a letter, Walther once wrote, "Through the discovery of the Stephanite deception we were driven into the writings of Luther. All of us have, next to
the Word of God, studied almost exclusively the writings of Luther."
Selected Letters, trans. Boy A. Suelflow, Selected Wrigings of c. F. w.
Walther, series ed. Aug. R. Suelflow (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1981), p. 89.
40Ibid., p. 6 •
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to be his mission:

to acquaint others with the Lutheran faith; to demon-

strate that it is none other than the "old true church of Jesus Christ
on earth;" to assist Lutherans. :to live out their faith; and to unmask and
refute false doctrines among those who falsely call themselves Lutheran.41
In that same issue, Walther began a three part series on "what .d oes it
mean to be a Lutheran?" to which he replied, "a true Lutheran and a true
Christian, the Lutheran church and the Christian church, God's Word and
Luther's teaching, these all are to us, one and the same. 1142

This led

Walther to advocate an inclusive and unconditional subscription to the
Lutheran confessions.
As often as the leaders of the General Council.wi:ote on the sub.:.·
ject of confessional principle, so often the Missouri Synod wrote on the
subject of confessional subscription.

Where the former preferred to

speak of the symbolical writings as "confessions" and "testimonies,"
Walther and the Missouri Synod referred to them as "symbols" and "norms."
Walther's many statements on the subject frequently came as specific
responses to criticisms and attacks upon the Missouri Synod's position.
In 1849 in Der Lutheraner, he wrote ''Why Should We Even Now Hold Unflinchingly to the Confessional Writings of Our Evangelical Lutheran Church? 1143
4111walther's Editorial in the First Issue of Der Lutheraner,"

trans. Alex W. Guebert, Concordia Theological Monthly 32 (October 1961):
656.
42c. F. w. Walt~er, ''Von dem Namen Lutheraner," Der Lutheraner
· 1 (23 September 1844):5.
43Der Lutheraner 5 (23 January 1849):82. Portions of this work
have been translated by Mark J. Steege, "Dr. C. F.
Walther--An Evangelical Leader in His Synod," The Springfielder, Mtumri 1962, pp. 5-11.

w.

Again, in response to the Iowa Synod's form of conditional subscription in particular, and others in general, Walther delivered to the
convention of the Western District in 1858, an essay titled, ''Why Are the
Symbolical Books of Our Church to Be Subscribed to Not Conditionally But
Unconditionally by Those Who Desire to Become Servants of Our Church? 1144
and a sermon delivered to the synodical convention in 1877, "Why Should
We in Our Day Also Hold Fast With Unwavering Loyalty To The Confessional
Writings of the True Church In All Ages?"

In each of these, he deals

with the nature and purpose of the confessions along with the purpose
and types of subscriptions required.

In the vast field of confessional literature of the 19th century, it is clear . that the advocates and representatives of the various
attitudes toward the Lutheran Confessions brought with them their backgrounds, pastoral concerns and individual biases and preconceived notions.
That Walther should be no exception in bringing his preconceptions to
the task is not surprising.
quency of such :Instances."

''What is astonishing is the relative infreIn each of bis writings, Walther quotes ex-

tensively from all of the confessions contained in the Book of Concord
"with a familiarity that indicates regular personal perusal and not
44verhandlungen der Vierten.Sitzungen des westlichen Distrikts
der .Deutscben Bvang.-Luth. Synod von Missouri, Ohio und anderen staaten
(St. Louis: Synodaldruckerei von August Wiebusch u. Sohn 1 1858). Tappert translates this in its entirety from the official text in Verhandlungen des Westlichen Distrikts der deutschen evangelisch-lutheriscben
Syn.ode von Missouri, Ohio und anderen Staaten, 1858 (St. ·Louis, 1858) in
Lutheran Confessional Theology in America, 1840-1880, pp. 56-77. It is
also presented in an abbreviated paraphrase in A. W. C. Guebert, "Why
Should Our Pastors, Teachers, and Professors Subscribe Unconditionally To
the Symbolical Writings of Our Church?" Concordia Theological Monthly
28 (1947):241-53.
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merely occasional reference to the index of subjects. 114 5
The Voice of the Church on Doctrine
Walther deals both with the subjective and objective dimensions
of confessions, but in his examinations of the Lutheran Confessions he
places greater stress upon the latter.

He holds that confessions are in-

deed the personal expressions of an individual's faith.

But he also main-

tains that in the Lutheran Confessions one does not hear "the voice of
a private irldividual but indisputably the voice of our dear church itself
with regard to the most important articles of the Christian faith. 1146
Walther argues that the symbols "are confessions of faith or of the
teaching of the church [emphasis mine] and neither wish nor intend to be
anything else."47

Francis Pieper reiterated this thought, "the Symbols,

or Confessions, of the orthodox Church are simply its affirmations of
the Scriptural doctrine over against the denial of it by heretics. 1148
Therein also lies the necessity for confessions of the church.
45Arthur Carl Piepkom, "Walther and the Lutheran Symbols," Concordia Theological Monthly 32 (October 1961):618. The one partiality to
which Piepkom sees in Walther is his emphasis on paragraph 69 of the
Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope in which he stresses one of
his favorite themes, the priesthood of all believers.
46G. F. :w. Walther, "Foreword to 1877 Volume," Editorials from
Lehre und Webre, trans. Herbert H. A. Bouman, Selected Writings of C. F. W.
Walther, series ed. Aug-. R. Suelflow (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1981), p. 146.
47c. F. W. Walther, "The Type of Subscription Required," Tappert,
Lutheran Confessional Theology in America, p. 56.
48Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, 3 vols.
Concordia Publishing House, 1950), 1:354.
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Walther insisted that all Christians are dutybound to confess their faith
for "true faith is a heavenly fire ignited in the heart by the Holy
Spirit which cannot remain hidden.

Either it must break forth unham-

pered as bright flames in witnessing or it must burn out. 1149

The neces-

sity of churchly confessions, unlike an individual's confession, is not
absolute.

The church formulated them as emergency measures occasioned

by the necessities of a specific time.

Furthermore, they were not needed

as "supplements to an insufficient norm. 1150

The church formulated them

to combat those who falsely misinterpreted the Word of God and spread
their teachings while claiming divine sanction for them.
Since they were written to combat the spread of false teachings
within the church, Walther was more interested in their doctrinal content
than with "the forms of expression or

modes

of ·.argument:. 1151

In these

writings, he believed, . the church spoke on matters of doctrine and
scriptural interpretation.

Walther's stress on the objective content of

confession as opposed to the subjective act of confession is repeated frequently in his essay to the Western District, in which he refers to symbols as "confessions of faith or of the teaching of the church," "confessions of faith or of doctrine," and "confessions of the church's doctrine.1152

Here, :In contrast with the General Council, Missouri appears

4 9c. F. W. Walther, ''Why . Should We In Our Day Also Hold Fast With
Unwavering Loyalty to the Confessional .Writings of the True Church in All
Ages?" The Word of Bis Grace: Sermon Selections by C. F. W. Walther (Lake
Mills, IA: Graphics Publishing Company, 1978), p. 78.

SOwalther, "Preface to 1877 Volume," Editorials from Lehre und
Webre, p. 4.54.
51 Tappert,

theran Confessional Theolo

52Ibid., pp. 56, 57, 58.

, p. 55.
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to place the major emphasis upon the objective content of the confessions
(£ides quae creditur) as opposed to the subjective 11$ture..of the confessions
(£ides qua creditur).

Pieper echoed Walther's sentiment stating that the

church's only characteristic trait "is her doctrine.

Once this is lost,

she is left with nothing. 11 53
To what extent does the doctrine of the Confessions define the .:
faith of Lutheranism?

Schmucker limited the Lutheran Confessions to the

"fundamentals," the generic truths held in common by all Protestantism.
The Fritschel's limited them to the "essentials," those directly occasioned by specific historical circumstances.

Walther agreed with them

that confessional subscription applies only to the fundamentals and
essentials.

But, he interpreted what was essential more inclusively and

broadly than did other Lutheran leaders.

For Walther, "everything that

is part of the doctrinal content is essential to the confession."

It did

not matter what position a doctrine occupied within the symbolical writings, nor did it matter in what form that doctrine occurred, "whether it
be as a subject treated ex professo or as an incidental remark."

An

un-

conditional subscription according to Walther included every article of
faith, "none of them may be set aside by any reservation of the subscriber.1154

This inclusive interpretation of the binding content of the con-

fessions ultimately forced Walther to part company with other Lutherans
in America.
The reason Walther emphasized the "entir.e" doctrinal content and
53Francis Pieper, "Foreword to Volume 1, No. 1 of the Concordia
Theological Monthly," trans. Paul H.F. Baepler, Concordia Journal 1
(January 1975):16.
54 Tappert, Lutheran Confessional Theology, p. 56.
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not merely the "func.famentals" or "confessionally defined" doctrines of
the Confessions as binding, is because in them the church has provided
for its people an exposition of Scripture.

Walther stressed that Confes-

sional writings are not human codes or additions to God's word.
they are confessions concerning and of God's word.

Rather

He explained the

intimate relation between the Scriptures and confessions in the form of
a dialogue between God and man.
The Bible,is, so to say, God's confession to us. The symbolical
writings are our confessions to -God. The Bible is the question of
God to men: "Do you believe My Word?" The symbolical writings are
the answer of men: "Yes, Lord, we believe what you say." The Bible
is the chest in which all treasures of wisdom and the knowledge of
God lie hidden. The symbolical writings are the jewel-room in which
the Church has deposited, as in a spiritual arsenal, all of the
treasures which in the course of hundreds of years with great effort
she has dug out of the treasury of the Bible • • • • The Bible is
the revealed Word of God itself, but the symbolical writings are the
correct understanding of the Word.of.God as Re has given it to the
church. 55

When a person subscribes to the confessions he does so "because they are
taken out of the Bible as source, and are founded on the Bible as their
foundation. 1156

In light of this relationship, to hold to one meant to be

faithful to the other.

"As little as we can yield anything of God's

Word itself, be it small or great, so little can we yield anything from
the confession of our church, be it small or great, for it is taken out
of God's Word."

Only he is able to subscribe to them in good conscience

who recognized "that in all points they have been taken out of the Word
of God. 1157
5Sc. F. w. Walther, ''Warum sollen wir an den Bekenntnisschriften
unserer evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche auch noch jetztunerschutterlich
festhalten?" Der Lutheraner S (23 January 1849):81-84.
56Ibid., p. 82.

57rbid., p. 82.
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Walther's and Loehe's view of the confessions corresponded to
their attitudes toward the Scriptures.

Loehe preferred to speak of doc-

trine as "developing from the Confessions rather than strictly bound by
tbem. 11 58

The doctrines not formulated in response to a specific his-

torical problem were open to further "supplementation, purification and
development." Walther viewed saving truth as already lying complete in
Scripture • • • "it is not a tower of Babel on whose erection theologians
must work until Judgment Day, but it is a heavenly building long completed,
on which the prophets and apostles did the final work. 1159

This meant

that those doctrines in the confessions not occasioned by historical
controversy, are in no need of further "development."
In addition to stressing the substance. and content of the doctrine of the confessions, Walther also stressed that the phraseology in
which that doctrine is expressed must be maintained and firmly held.
Walther could not imagine that one would subscribe to the symbolical
books simply in order to enter the ministry without having tested them
against Scripture and being fully persuaded of their truth in rebus und
phrasibus. 60 Walther stressed that a person must not only believe as the
church believes, but also speak as the church speaks.

By pledging them-

selves to the common confessions of faith the servants of the church
58Erich B. Reintzen, Love Leaves Rome: Wilhelm Loehe and the
Missouri Synod (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing Bouse, 1973), p. 64.
59walther, "Foreword to the 18S9 Volume [On Doctrinal Development]," Editorials from Lehre und Webre, p. 50.
60

C. F. W. Walther, Americanisch-Lutherische Pastoraltheologie
(St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1906), p. 69.
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"guarantee that they not only believe -w hat is confessed but that they
will also teach it and will not depart from it with regard to the sense
or with regard to the language. 1161 Walther defended his position by
pointing out that those who corrupt the teaching of Scripture, frequently
employ the terms of Scripture.

This compelled the church to develop

and employ other words and phrases that not only conveyed the correct
understanding of Scripture but exposed heresy.

The church, Walther held,

possesses both a biblical language and a special church language and
Walther cited Carpzov when he maintained that the confessions norm both
the faith itself, and the profession of faith.62
The Normative Character of Confessions
Walther's emphasis upon the doctrinal content of the confessions
led him to stress also their normative character.

As

statements of the

church on matters of doctrine, Walther held, confessions serve three
basic purposes.
to the world.

Through them the church confesses its faith and teaching
Secondly, by means of these confessions the church differ-

entiates and distinguishes itself from heterodox communions and those
"Who deceitfully and not sincerely confessed the Word of God."

Finally,

they serve the church as a "unanimous, definite, and common norm and form
of teaching for its ministers" by which all other writings are judged.
61c. F. W. Walther, "On Church Language," Editorials from Lehre
und Webre, p. 71.

62c. F. W. Walther, ed., Joh. Guilielmi Baieri 1 Compendium Theologiae Positivae, Adjectis notis Amplioribus guibus Doctrina Orthodoxa
ad Paideian Academicam Explicatur Atque Ex Scriptura s. Eique Innixis
Rationf:bus Theologicis Confirmatur, 3 Vol • .(Sancti Ludovici: Luth.
Concordia-Verlag, 1879), 1:140.

l66·i

While not deemphasizing the testimonial character of confessions set
forth in his first two points, Walther placed the greater emphasis upon
the normative character of the Lutheran Confessions.

Walther stressed

this in his edition of Baier's Compend, in which he added statements
•

from Carpzov that the symbolical books have more than the mere quality
of testimonies.

They are called a norm and model of doctrin~.6 3

In what way do the Lutheran Confessions serve as a norm and
model (norma et forma) for the doctrine of the church? Walther argues
consistently that the purpose of confessions is not to prove the veracity
or falsity of doctrine, but to set forth what has been accepted by the
church as the correct interpretation of Scripture.

They do not attempt

to answer the question of whether !~this or that doctrine is true or
false," that is the task of Scripture.

But when the question is "whether

this or that doctrine is Lutheran," then the answer must be ascertained
from the confessiona.64

Their normative function governs not so much

the truth of a teaching, as its reception, vigorous assertion, and approbation by-the church.
Pieper continued Walther's distinction between the authority and
role of the Scriptures and that of the Confessions.

The church, he

maintained, never refers to the Confessions to support a truth.
that question arises the church turns to Scripture alone.

When

''Whoever heard

of a sensible old Lutheran referring to the confessions for any other
631bid., p. 139.
64tbid., p. 140. Tappert, in Lutheran Confessional Theology refers to Walther's attitude toward the confessions as one of "virtual
identification" with Scripture. With regards to doctrinal content one
may say that is correct. But with regard to authority and function,
Walther makes a very clear distinction.
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purpose than to point to those doctrines bis church holds to be teachings
of Scripture'l 1165 Pieper added that the distinction must be maintained
between norma decisionis and norma discretionis (deciding norm and distinguishing norm).
sions.66

The former is Scripture; the latter, the Confes-

It follows, then, that when a church distances itself from

her symbolical writings, it ceases to be Lutheran.
The Confessions in Practice
Two pastoral concerns dominate the thinking of Walther.

When ex-

plaining the necessity for the church to require an unconditional subscription to its symbolical writings, Walther maintained that the church
assures itself that its ministers bold to the same understanding of
Scripture which the church professes.

Secondly,by requiring such sub-

scription, the church seeks to protect its members from being mislead and
disturbed by false teachers. 67 Walther believed that only in this way,
by an ever renewed and more vigorous appropriation of the symbolical
writings by pastors and people, would the church be able to become a
lving, vital, dynamic ·church.
One of the chief accusations raised against the confessions'
normative character. was "that through the binding commitments to the confessions freedom of conscience is surrendered and a disgraceful human
servitude is fostered. 1168 Walther stressed that no law is imposed upon
65Pieper, "Foreword," p. 18.
66Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, 1:358.
67walther, "The Kind of Subscription Required," pp • .",64, 65.
Baier's Compend, p. 140.
68walther, "Unwavering Loyalty," p. 82.

Also,
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the ministers of the church, the church simply needs to know "whether or
not it can with a good conscience commit the ministry in its midst to
him." When preachers subscribe, they"attest solemnly that the faith which
the church has set down in her Symbols was the faith of their own
hearts. 1169
If he is in agreement, this subscription cannot be anything else
than a joyful act.

Walther also emphasized that this subscription was

not merely a formal, intellectual utter, for whoever would be a Lutheran
pastor, "testifies thereby, not only that he holds the doctrinal articles
of faith in these books true and right, but that he will preach, defend,
and disseminate them. 1170

This subscription meant that the pastor obli-

gated himself to preach "doctrinal sermons," and it also meant that he
would apply that doctrine by properly distinguishing law and gospel. 71
Walther's requirement for an unconditional subscription grew out
of his concern for the spiritual welfare of the laity.

In the introduc-

tion to Stern und Kern, Walther sounds the alarm over the inroads made
into the church by false teachers who mislead the unsuspecting from their
faith.

Walther warned them not to allow happen what occurred in Germany.

Ah, you dear Lutheran Christians, let us not now be miserably unfaithful to that which our fathers merited and won for us with great sacrifice! Let us take warning here in America from our unfortunate
German fatherland. There neither the servants of the Church, nor the
people earnestly guarded the gift of the ;!wel of pure doctrine, and
thus they lost it forever, as it appears.
69Piepkorn, "Walther and the Lutheran Symbols," p. 616.
70walther, "Unwavering Loyalty," p. 81.
71Ibid., p. 83, and Selected Letters, p. 76.
72c. F.

w.

Walther, Der Concordienformel Stern und Kern, Mit einer
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To prevent the advance of false teachings within the church, Walther
pleads for a laity that is proficient and knowledgeable in the church's
confessions.

These confessions, Walther maintained, were not beyond the

grasp of the laity and contended that Christians must go beyond a rudimentary knowledge of God's Word.

When the Lutheran laity are aware of

the church's confessional writings, they can compare with them, "what is
preached them and what one reads in other books. 117 3 Furthermore, fathers
and mothers shall point their children and their servants, teachers their
students, and above all, preachers their hearers to those confessions.
In this way the laity will be able to test their pastors and teachers as
to whether or not they teach in accordance with the confession of the
church, and would be able to guard themselves against false teaching. 74
Walther's desire to have a well-indoctrinated laity led him to
encourage members of Trinity, St. Louis to acquaint themselves not only
with the Small Catechism but also with the Augsburg Confession.

Concern-

ing the Formula of Concord, sometimes viewed as composed only for theologians, Walther argued that.it "is composed of such simple words that the
unlearned Christian who has some knowledge of Scripture and is well
grounded in his Catechism may understand it quite well. 1175 He demonstrated his high regard for the laity by publishing for them the Epitome
geschichtlichen E:1.nleitung und mit kurzen erklarenden Ammerkungen versehen.
Dem Lutherischen Christenvolke, 2nd ed. (St. Louis: n.p. 1877); p. 79.
73 I'6id., p. 84.

74 Ibid., p. iv.

75c. F. w. Walther, "Foreword to the 1877 Volume, [On the 300th
Anniversary of the Formula of Concord]," in Editorial from ''Lehre und :; :·_
Webre," trans. Herbert J. A. Bouman, Selected Writings of c. F. W. Walther
seried ed. Aug. R. Suelflow (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1981), p. 153.
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of the Formula of Concord in Stern und Kern and, again during the predestinarian controversy, he published in a small pamphlet nearly the
entire eleventh article of the Solid Declaration, thereby putting into
practice his belief that the laity ought to be aware of what their confessions teach on any given doctrine.76
Walther applied these views to intersynodical relations.

Since

a Lutheran church was a church that taught and practiced in accordance
with the Lutheran Symbols, the Synodical Conference in 1872 championed
unity in doctrine and practice as the requirement for fellowship.

This

established a requirement beyond what most other Lutherans felt was
necessary for fellowship.

This obviously distinguished them from the

Gneral Council and the Iowa Synod.
subscription as insufficient.

The Missouri regarded a proforma

What mattered most is not the official

position of a synod, but the practice, the sermons and the teaching at
the congregational level.

This separated Missouri from the General

Council in their fellowship principles.

The Synodical Conference however,

considered itself faithful to the example of the Formula of Concord when
they required complete doctrinal unity.

Walther operated with the

premise "that unity in faith is the basis for unity in organization. 1177
76c. F. w. Walther, The Doctrine concerning Election Presented in
Questions and Answers from the Eleventh Article of the Formula of Concord .
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church with a Preface and Concusion, trans.
Aug. Crull (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing Bouse, 1881).
77John Tietjen, Which Way to ·-Lutheran Unity? A History of Efforts to Unite the Lutherans of America (St. Louis: Clayton Publishing
Bouse, 1966), p. 60.
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Histories of the Lutheran Confessions
The Tennessee Synod as well as the Missouri Synod contributed
significantly to American Lutheranism with the publications of English
translations of the Book of Concord.

The efforts of the Tennessee Synod

in this direction culminated in 1851 with what might be regarded as that

Synod's greatest contribution to American Lutheranism, the first publication of the entire Book of Concord in the English language. 78
Largely an inhouse operation they published a second edition two years
later in which they enlisted the assistance of other Lutheran scholars.
Throughout the 19th century, the Missouri Synod relied on German
editions of the Book of Concord.

Beginning in 1914, due to the World

War, deliveries of Muller·' s Die Symbolischen Buecher der evangelisch78The Christian book of Concord, or Symbolical Books of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church: Comprising the Three Chief Symbols, the Unaltered Augsburg Confession, The Apology, The Articles of. Smalcald 1
Luther's Smaller and Larger Catechism, The Form of Concord, An Appendix,
and Articles of Visitation. To Which is prefixed An Historical Introduction. Trans. from the German. (New Market, V.A: Solomon D. Henkel and
Brothers, 1851). A second edition was published in 1854: The Christian
book of ·Concord, or Symbolical Books of the Evangelical Lutheran Church:
Comprising the Three Chief Symbo·l s 1 the Unaltered Augsburg Confession,
The Apology, The Smalcald Articles, Luther~s Smaller and Larger Catechisms, the Formula of Concord, and an Appendix, To Which is Prefixed an
Historical Introduction (New Market, VA: Solomon D. Henkel and Brothers,
1854). The first edition seems to have been primarily an in house operation. The Augsburg Confession, the Apology, the Smalcald Articles, Appendix and Articles of Visitation were translated by Ambrose and Socrates
Henkel. The Large Catechism was translated by J. Stirewalt; the Epitome
by H. Wetzel; the Solid Declaration by J. R. Moser; they used the translation of the Small Catechism made by David Henkel in 1827. In the second
edition, others from outside the synod assisted in the revision: C. P.
Krauth of the Gettysburg Seminary revised the Augsburg Confession; C. W.
F. Lehmann, Professor of Theology at Columbus, Ohio translated the Apology; The Smalcald Articles by Wm. M. Reynolds, President of capital University, Ohio; the Small and Large Catechism by J. F. Morris, Baltimore,
Maryland; the Formula of Concord and Catalogue of Testimonies by C. F.
Schaeffer, Easton, Pennsylvania, Socrates Henkel, p. 129-32.
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lutherischen Kirche, became irregular.79

Bence a need was felt for a

new, authoritative edition of the Book of Concord together with an
historical introduction.

This led to the production of the Concordia

Triglotta which in addition to presenting the confessions in German and
Latin and English translation, included an historical introduction by

Friedrich Bente.
If one were to look for major, scholarly historical interpretations of the Lutheran Confessions from the Tennessee Synod and Missouri
Synod during the 19th century one might be disappointed in finding relatively little published in comparison with other Lutheran bodies, especially the General Council.

This did not mean that they lacked interest

in the history of their church.

Nor does it imply that they intentionally

neglected the history of the sixteenth century.

In the case of the Ten-

nessee Synod, the manpower and resources were insufficient to carry out
such research.

In the case of the Missouri Synod, a number of factors

may be cited.

With their emphasis on doctrine, they showed little in-

terest in history for history's sake.

They studied the history of the

church for the sake of better procla1rn1ng the doctrines of the church.
Especially in Walther, one finds many of his historical interpretations contained within his doctrinal articles, essays, sermons and
pamphlets.

They were used to support and give witness to the doctrinal

conclusions of those Lutheran Confessions.

The lack of specific scholarly

historical writings may be explained also by the fact that it remained a
German speaking body.

This enabled them to use those works produced in

79Theodore Graebner, "Concordia Triglotta," Theological Monthly
1 (October 1921):291.
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Germany.

They did not possess the same sense of urgency to produce

works in the English language as did the Lutherans in the East.
However, with the approaching tricentennial anniversary of the
Formula of Concord in 1877, the Synodical Conference commissioned
Walther to reproduce, for the laity, the epitome of the Formula of Concord in Stem und Kern.

Mit einer geschichtlichen Einleitung und mit

kurzen erklaerenden Anmerkungen versehen.

This work received wide distri-

bution and was soon translated for the Norwegian Synod.
translated into English in the Lutheran Standard.

It was also

In addition, Walther

devoted three issues of the "Foreword" of the 1877 Lehre und Wehre to
the history of the Formula of Concord.BO

The synod likewise published a

collection of sermons and addresses, Denkmal der dritten Jubilfeier der
Concordienformel im Jahre des Heils 1877, 81 and for the youth of the
church they published forty thousand copies of Festgabe zum 200
jaehrigen Jubilaeun der Concordienformel and fifteen thousand copies of
Jubelfestbuechlein, in which they recorded the causes, origins and contents of confessions. 8 2
With the approaching quadricentenary of the Reformation in 1917,
the.Synod commissioned Bente's "Historical Introductions" in the Triglotta
which became the standard work for many years in the Missouri Synod.

For

80Lehre und Webre 23 (January, February, March 1877):1-5, 33-54,

65-76.

81 (st. Louis: 1877). It also contains essays and sermons from
the synod of Ohio, WisconsitJ,, Minnesota and Illinois and the Norwegian
Synod.
82 Friedrich, No Other Gospel. An English translation appeared
as "Sum and Substance of the Form of Concord," Columbus Theological Magazine, trans. H. A. B. (5, 19, 26 May, 2 June 1877).

the quadricentenary anniversary of Luther's catechisms, Theodore Graebner
published The Story of the Catechism83 and in coffllDemoration of the quadricentenary jubilee of the Augsburg Confession, Pieper wrote Das Grundbekenntnis der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche.

Mit einer geschicht-

lichen Einleitung und kurzen erklarenden Anmerkungen versehen in which
he followed the format established by Walther in Stern und Kern.
Each of these interpretations of the confessions place a strong
emphasis upon explicating the history of the confessions for the purpose

of understanding the doctrine of the confessions.

In Stern und Kern,

Walther includes in his historical introduction only that which is necessary to understand the individual articles of the Formula of Concord, and
then, only those over which dispute occurred at the time.
follows the outline:

His account

1) the loss of pure doctrine and the disintegration

of unity among Lutherans; 2) the restoration of Luther's doctrine and the
reestablishment of Lutheran unity.

In Bente' s works, the political, ,_

ecclesiastical, and literary history of the confessions do not receive
much attention and are treated only to the extent that they had a direct
bearing upon the doctrine of the confessions.

Some have felt that

Walther overemphasized the doctrinal dimension of the confessions to
the exclusion of their historical side.

Such was the opinion of the

Fritschel brothers of the Iowa Synod in the nineteenth century and of
Theodore Tappert in the twentieth century.

Tappert felt that Walther

failed to do justice to the fact that every historical situation is unrepeatable; it only occurs once.

The Confessions, be emphasized, answer

8 3Theodore Graebner, The Story of the Catechism (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1928).
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specific, concrete questions for a specific situation.

"To turn these

concrete testimonies into dogmatic abstractions is to turn the confessions into laws." 84
The Augsburg Confession
In comparison with the work done among Lutherans in the East,
relatively little was published on the Augsburg Confession in the:West.
The confessional histories written tended to concentrate exclusively on
the history surrounding the Formula of Concord.
Walther.

Such was the case with

But even Bente, from whom one might expect fairly equal cover-

age of the history of all the confessions, spends little time on the
history of the Augsburg Confession, devoting only twenty-two pages to
the Augsburg Confession (including the Variata and Confutation) while
devoting 163 pages to the history of the Formula of Concord.

A number

of reasons may account for this lack of attention to the Augustana. 8 5
While acknowledging as brothers those who accepted the Augsburg
Confession, the Missouri Synod looked with suspicion upon those who accepted the Augustana but refused to accept the Formula of Concord.
Walther felt that those who attacked the Formula were at the same time
attacking the Augustana "since the latter is the basis of the former, and
84 Theodore Tappert, "The Symbols of the Church," What Lutherans
Are Thinking, A Symposium on Lutheran Faith and Life (Columbus, OR:
Wartburg Publishing House, 1947), pp. 343-67.
8S1t appears to have persisted down to the present day. One
need only peruse the material on the Lutheran Confessions during the past
ten years to discover a preponderance of material on the Formula of Concord from Missouri and Wisconsin, while the 450th anniversary of the
Augsburg Confession received little notice with the major materials coming from the LCA and ALC in their dialogues with the Boman Catholics.
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the former does not dissent from the latter. 118 6 The Formula of Concord unmasks any apostasy from the Augsburg Confession.

They regarded

the Formula of Concord as the authoritative interpretation of the Augsburg
Confession and insisted that where the former is rejected, the latter is
not accepted as it ought to be.

For this reason the ·-Lutheran Church

"drew up the Formula of Concord and requested those who desired to assume
office in one of its parishes::to subscribe to it as a test of their
sincere conanitment to the Augsburg Confession. 118 7
As a result, an historical issue to which Lutherans in the East

devoted much space was an inconsequential matter for Missouri, namely,
the question regarding the relationships of Luther and Melanchthon to
the Augustans.

Bente did address the issue and maintained that Luther

must be regarded as its proper author for Luther gave the confession its
doctrinal content while Melanchthon gave it its irenic tone.
discusses Luther's relation to the Augsburg Confession.

Pieper also

But rather than

trying to prove Luther's authorship through an examination of the compositional history of the Augsburg Confession, Pieper claims the struggles at Augsburg to be Luther's own as he fought with prayers and supplications, exhortations and comforts, with teachings and reprimands.
Without these, there would have been no Augsburg Confession.

Again,

this was because Walther and Missouri recognized all the confessions as
having the same authority.

While the order of the confessions in the

Book of Concord demonstrates the esteem with which they were held in the
86walther, "Foreword to the 1877 Volume [On the 300th Anniversary
of the Formula of Concord]," pp. 160-61.
87rbid., p. 160.
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church and for that reason the Augsburg Confession may be called the
primary confession,
it would nevertheless not be right to designate it as "the Confession of the Lutheran Church in the true sense of the word" and to call
the others only explications or defenses of this Confession, mea.Brg
that the latter are excluded from the Confessions of our church.
The question of how and by whose writings the Augsburg Confession ought
to be interpreted, they believed to be a moot issue settled long ago by
the Formula of Concord.
The Formula of Concord
Loss of Doctrine and Unity
Walther and his successors devoted their greatest energies to
the history of the Formula of Concord.

In its causes and solutions they

found insights and answers to the conflicts and problems facing efforts
for Lutheran unity in the nineteenth century.

For them, the Formula of

Concord provided a pattern for all future Lutherans to follow in matters
of doctrine and practice.
Walther examined the external and internal causes of the disintegration of unity among Lutherans after the death of Luther but places
the greater emphasis upon the latter.

With regard to the extemal

forces which threatened Lutheranism, he elucidates how the pope had
sought the destruction of the Lutheran doctrine from the first days of
the Reformation.

With Luther's death, both, pope and emperor felt that

the time bad come to deal Lutheranism its death blow.

A pact was rati-

fied betwen them on June 26, 1546 in which the pope granted 200,000
88cari S. Meyer, ed. Walther Speaks to the Church: Selected
Letters by c. F. W. Walther (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing Bouse,
1973), p. 40.
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crowns and 12,000 infantry to the war effort.

The Emperor won the

Smalcald War due to the neutrality of Joachim II of Brandenburg and
other Lutheran Princes and because Maurice betrayed the Lutheran cause.
Though the purpose of the Smalcald War was to force the Lutherans back
into the Roman church and subject them to the pope, the Emperor recognized that it could not be accomplished immediately and sought a more
pacific means of bringing about a union of the Lutherans and papists.
To that end, he conmissioned several theologians to compose the Augsburg
Interim.

These external causes, Walther emphasizes, did not bring about

Lutheran disunity in itself.

The emperor and Lutherans in the Peace of

Passau, 1552, and in the Peace of Augsburg, 1555, arrived at a political solution which granted the Lutherans legal recognition in the empire.

Yet the darkest years for the Lutherans loomed ahead.
Walther attributed the chief cause for the deterioration of the

Lutheran church, not·::to the pope and emperor, but to the loss of pure
doctrine among Lutherans.

Time and again, Walther points out that the

chief cause for the disintegration of the Lutheran church in the sixteenth century was the failure on the part of its people and leaders to
cling to the pure doctrine as proclaimed by Luther.

Walther opens his

account with the prophesies of Luther that after his death the pure
doctrine would not remain and disunity would descend upon the church.
This loss of pure doctrine and the resultant disintegration of unity he
attributed primarily to the followers of Luther who showed less and less
of an inclination to fight for the pure doctrine.

Of all the doctrinal

issues, Walther devotes the greatest amount. of space to the adiaphoristic
and crypto-Calvinistic controversies.

Walther emphasizes that where
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Lutherans, laity as well as pastors, held firm, true Lutheranism survived (as in Northern Germany where the Interims were opposed); where
Lutherans failed to test the doctrines preached and taught, they allowed
themselves to be led into disaster (as when Melanchthon's students failed
to test their teacher's doctrine).

Throughout his historical introduction

Bente exhibits the same concern over the encroachment of doctrinal
laxity and indifferentism upon the life of the church.89

Like Walther,

Bente sets out to demonstrate the devastating results of compromise in
doctrine, and like Walther, Bente begins his account with the death of
Luther which signaled:·. the time for action against true Lutheranism from
within and without.
The Role of Melanchthon
Though Walther holds Melanchthon accountable.for many of the problems which confronted the Lutherans after Luther's death, he presents a
more balanced treatment than does Bente.

Walther points out that in the

beginning, it was Melanchthon who published the first critique of the
Augsburg Interim and later exhorted his students to remain firm in the
faith.

He felt that Melanchthon knew it was time to stand firm and not

to enter into any union with Rome by acceptinga•biguousdoctrinal formulas.

However, Melanchthon was concerned by the emperor's wrath towards

the Lutheran resistance and finally allowed himself to be persuaded to
89rriedrich Bente, Historical Introductions to the Book of Concord (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1921, reprint 1965), p.
94. Robert Kolb points out that all were concerned for pure doctrine and
not trying to betray the faith. "Historical Background of the Formula of
Concord," A Contemporary Look at the Formula of Concord, Robert D.
Preus and Wilbert H. Rosin, ed. (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1978), p. 22.
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negotiate the Leipzig Interim which did not deny the truth as openly·.
as the imperial interim, but proved the more devastating as it had been
composed by Lutherans.

In this, Walther saw the seeds for conflict.

If these men had only wavered now and then, had only neglected to
reprove false teachers earnestly, had only been in friendly and
brotherly correspondence with the opponents, and had not contested
the true doctrine for the sake of peace, but in order to please
the enemies they presented it in ambiguous words in writing and
speech. They had furthermore suggested that one ought to muzzle as
troublemakers those who were earnestly and honestly concerned about
the pure teaching.90
With Melanchthon, those who-wavered during the discussion concerning the
Interim were Cruciger, Bugenhagen, Paul Eber, John Foerster and Paul
Crell.
Concerning the doctrines of Free Will and the Lord's Supper,
Walther believed

that during the lifetime of Luther and immediately

after his death, Melanchthon and his colleagues did not openly teach
false doctrine, but they did show "less and less earnestness and enthusiasm to fight aga:fnst it, and- thus opened themselves to the suspicion
of false doctrine, especially with regard to Holy Communion. 91

The

laxity and unsteadiness of Melanchthon and his Wittenberg colleagues,
encouraged younger ones to go further than their teachers.

Melanchthon's

students not only accepted Melanchthon's teachings, but expanded and
elaborated.·. them.

Upon these students Walther lays the greater portion

of the blame for the controversies which brought the Lutheran church
to the brink of destruction.
These younger followers became lmown as Crypto-Calvinists and
it was due to them, after the death of Melanchthon and his colleagues,
90walther, Stern und Kern, p. 41.

91Ibid., p. 39.
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that great difficulties confronted the Lutheran church.

Walther re-

garded the elector's person physician, Dr. Casper Peuzer, Melanchthon's
son-in-law, and the private legal advisor to the elector, George Cracow
as the leaders of the Crypto-Calvinists.

To them he attributed deliber-

ate concealment of their true intentions from the elector and their plan
of modifying Lutheran teaching.

They intended to supplant Luther's

teachings with those of Melancbthon and to that end, they published a
collection of Melanchthon's writings in the Corpus Doctrinae Philippicum
just before Melanchthon's death.

They introduced this book as the only

authentic edition of the all confessional writings of the church and as
a new doctrinal standard by which even Luther's writings were to be interpreted.

They reached the height of their pride and audacity with the

publication of a book entitled Exegesis Perspicua in 1574, which purported to be an explanation of the Lord's Supper, but also recommended a
union built on religious :lndifferentism with only the Lutheran name retained.

Finally, this book rallied all true Lutherans and called them

to arms.
Bente shared many of the same concerns with Walther, but moved
beyond the latter in bis assessment of Melanchthon and demonstrated an
extreme one-sideness and bias against Melanchthon.

Throughout his his-

tory, Melanchthon becomes the scapegoat upon which Bente heaps charges
of doctrinal indifferentism and views him as the cause of nearly every
doctrinal controversy in the church following Luther's death.

While

other historians criticize Melanchthon's vacillations, gentle nature,
diplomatic inclinations, love of peace, humantstic frame of mind and
penchant for constantly changing the Augustana, they do not charge him
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with any deliberate intent to betray Luther's Reformation.

But Bente

goes beyond this and, citing Melanchthon's alterations of the Augsburg
Confession, he accuses Melanchthon of an intentional duplicity, and
states that he, almost from the very beginning, sought to water down and
corrupt the theology of Martin Luther.

Bente cites these changes as evi-

dence of Melanchthon's desires to adjust Luther's doctrine, for he was
after all, not a man who did not know what he was doing.
Even on the doctrine of the Lord'·.s Supper in the Augustana, Bente
cites Enders who attributes to Luther, not Melanchthon, the addition of
the words, "disapproval of those who teach otherwise."

Bente believes

that Melanchthon made these changes not merely in pedagogical interests,
but also in the interest of his deviating doctrinal views and in deference to Philip of Besse.

Yet there is no reason to believe that Melanch-

thon could not have placed it there on his own, since he wanted to distance himself from the Reformed in order to express a conciliatory attitude ·t oward Rome.

Also concerning article ten of the Variata, Bente was

convinced that, by his alterations, Melanchthon "intended to foist doctrinal deviations upon the Lutheran Church."

A close scrut:lny of the

Variata reveals deviations with the Augsburg Confession "not only :In
extent, but also with regard to :Intent, not merely formally, but materially as we11. 1192 Nor can Melanchthon be fully cleared of dissimulation in this matter.

"True, Melanchthon at the same time, no doubt,

planned to prepare the way for his doctrinal innovations; but wherever
such was the case, he kept it strictly to himself."

The princes, unaware

of Melancbthon's deceptions, employed the Variata in good faith.
92Ibid., p. 27.
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eventually the changes made in the Augsburg Confession brought great
distress, and bitter struggles to the Lutheran Church.
Bente also refers to Melanchthon as the "primary mover" in the
conflicts following Luther's death and lays nearly every doctrinal controversy at the feet of Melanchthon, calling him the father of synergism and
crytpo-Calvinism as well as the spiritual father of a synergistic predestination.

Melanchthon, with his doctrinal deviations from Luther, "was

the ultimate cause and originator of most of the dissensions which began to distract the Lutheran Church soon after the death of Luther. 11 93
Throughout his account, Bente does not appear to understand and take into
account the psychological aspects of Melanchthon, his relationship with
God, nor his anthropocentric approach to theology. 94
Restoration of Doctrine and Unity
Both Walther and Bente viewed the Formula of Concord as a pattem for Lutherans to follow in the search for unity in their day.

The

way to settle controversies was "not indefferently to ignore them, nor
unionistically to compromise them by adopting ambiguous formulas, but
patiently to discuss the doctrines at issue until an agreement in the
truth was reached," as finally was accomplished by the Formula of Concord.95

In his examlnation of the forces and factors which finally

brought about the Formula of Concord, Walther examines the men involved,
the nature of the Formula, and its manner of introduction into the
churches.
93tbid., pp. 104, 128, 175, 107.
941<.olb, p. 16, 22, 25, 29-31.
95Bente, Historical Introductions, p. 104.
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Of the princes involved, Walther bestows his highest praise upon
Elector John Frederick who refused to compromise his faith, even under
the threat of losing everything he bad, including his life.

Following

him, Walther credits Elector August as most responsible for the production of the Formula of Concord.

He stood up to the theologians who de-

ceived him and then financed the cost of the Formula of Concord.

Of

the theologians, Walther remains consistent in bis evaluations of both
Melanchthon and Flacius alike.

As highly as Walther regarded Flacius, he

does not spare him from criticism.

But Walther reserves his highest

praise for Martin Chemnitz, whom more than any other man, "God chose as
his instrument for the reconstruction of the Lutheran Church now nearly
in ruins. 1196

To hill Walther attributes the work and doctrine of the

Formula of Concord.
Andreae.

He at the same time appears less enamored with

This is a result of Andreae' s naivete in entering into nego-

tiations with the Wittenbergers in 1569 in which he himself -was deceived
~oncerning the possibility of achieving unity of doctrine. 97 Walther
also does not appear to hold him in high regard as a theologian, pointing
out tlia-t ::several times, as in the case of his Five Articles, Six Sermons,
Swabian Formula, Chemnitz had to correct and make changes in his formulations before they could be approved by the church.
Bente believed that it was due to Flacius more than any other
individual "that true Lutheranism and with it the Lutheran Church was
saved from annihilation in consequence of the Interims. 1198 He identifies
96walther, Stern und Kern, pp. 59-61.
9 7Ibid., p. 60.

98nente, Historical Introductions, p. 100.
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the three major parties involved, the first of which was the Philippists
whose object was to "supplant the authority and theology of Luther by the
unionistic and liberal views of Melanchthon."

The second was the Gnesio-

Lutherans who "all proved to be valiant champions of Luther and most
determined opponents of the Philippists" though some fell into error.99
Bente identified the third party as also composed of loyal Lutherans who
were doctrinally united with the Gnesio-Lutherans, but unlike the latter,
they took no visible part in the contro~ersies.

They rejected and con-

demned all forms of indifferentism and unionism, and strenuously opposed
every effort at sacrificing, veiling, or compromising any doctrine by
ambiguous formulas.

They realized that "adulteration of any part of the

Christian doctrine was bound to infect also the doctrine of faith and
justification and thus endanger salvation. 11100
In his articles in Lehre und Webre, Walther sought to address objections regarding the nature and suitability of the Formula of Concord
as a confession.

While some, for example Paul von Eitzen, saw the For-

mula of Concord as too harsh on Melanchthon, others, such as Tilemann
Heshussius who wanted the errorists mentioned by name, felt that it. was
too lenient on Melanchthon.

He notes that the Formula of Concord is

free from all personal invective, no names are given.

Neither the writ-

ings of Melanchthon or Flacius are commended, only the private writings
of Luther.

Countering the charge of harshness, Walther sees the Formula

of Concord as gentle but firm, clear, precise and thorough as well as
simple.

Another criticism charged that the Formula's definitions are

too "minute, too subtle, too hair-splitting." Walther, on the other hand,
99Ibid., p. 102.

lOOibid., p. 104.
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hailed the clarity and precision of the Formula, holding that "probably
no church Symbol has ever been drawn up in so thorough, careful, and
conscientious a fashion" as the Formula of Concord.lOl
The manner by which the Formula was accepted by the churches is
also regarded by Walther as significant and instructive.

A synod or con-

vention would have allowed the Philippists to disrupt everything or even
to gain the upper hand.

By submitting it to all the churches, the For-

mula of Concord became a work upon which the entire Lutheran church in
Germany labored.

In its acceptance, no one was forced or bribed to sub-

scribe to the Book of Concord.

Those who believed a different doctrine

from that set forth in the Formula were not permitted to subscribe and
some were dismissed from service, "not because they did not wish to subscribe, but because they were of a different religious fellowship.102
The reason~ why some churches did not accept the Formula of Concord
were varied.

Some churches had been misled by false teachers and fell

from the Lutheran faith even though they retained the Lutheran name.
Other congregations-, though they were Lutheran, maintained theological
professors and lawyers who were Calvinistic

or

Philippists.

Value and Benefit of the Formula of
Concord
Walther identified three benefits of the Formula of Concord.
First, it served to identify and unite all true Lutherans.

Prior to the

Formula of Concord, Lutheranism was split into numerous parties.

..
-'\

lOlwalther, "On the 300th Anniversary of the Formula of Concord,"
P• 151.
102walther, Stern und Kern, p. 71.
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Lutherans rallied around the Formula of Concord as a "common banner,"
and true peace and agreement, in short, a true concord was established
while the enemies lost heart.

It was by the production of the Formula

of Concord that theological confusion was ·suddenly, almost magically,
brought to an end, and the Lutheran church of Germany was saved from
destruction. 111 03

Seconclly, the Formula of Concord disclosed those who

sought to maintain non-Lutheran doctrines while claiming the Lutheran
name.

The Formula of Concord was composed "solely to reveal ·thereby who

had truly remained faithful to the Old Lutheran Bible-based faith, and
who had forsaken it. 11104 Walther asserted that the Formula of Concord
"barred entrance of the Reformed into the Lutheran Church and shouted an
energetic 'Baltl' to the Reformed war of conquest and [its] triumphal
parade through Lutheran territories. 11105

That it did not receive univer-

sal acceptance by all those who called themselves Lutheran was because
many of them already bad become Calvinistic.
The third benefit of the Formula of Concord was that it not only
provided a correct understanding of the other confessions in the Book of
Concord, but that it provided an "authentic catalog of generally accepted
symbols" in the Lutheran Church.

Prior to that time there were a large

number of corpora doctrinae in the various territorial churches,
"among which the so-called Corpus doctrinae Philippicum or Misnicum en~
joyed especially high prestige."

The Formula of Concord "produced a unity

103walther, "On the 300th Anniversary of the Formula of Concord,"
pp. -155, 154.
104walther, "Unwavering Loyalty," p. 81.
105walther, "On the 300th Anniversary of the Formula of Concord,"
P• 156.
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and solidarity of confession in the genuine Lutheran Church such as no
other church possesses. 11106 Walther hailed those Lutherans who, after
three decades of doctrinal controversy "remained faithful [and] finally
joined forces with Martin Chemnitz at their head."

They compiled the

Formula and then the Book of Concord, "in which they endorsed the teachings of the past,. and lol the church was saved.

All honest Lutherans

gathered again around their good old trusted banner. 11107
The Theology of the Confessions
One biographer of Walther observed, "it is not. difficult to present Walther's theology.

It is that of the Lutheran Confesions. 11108

Indeed, many of his writings may be regarded as expositions of the Lutheran Confessions.

In The Teaching Concerning Election in Questions and

Answers, Walther basically reproduces article eleven of the Solid Declaration.

Similarly, his Law and Gospel may be regarded as an extended com-

mentary on article five of the Formula of Concord.

But what emphasis or

theme might be regarded as the hallmark of the theology of the Lutheran
Confessions according to Henkel and Walther?

With their emphasis on the

"doctrinal content" of the confessions, there existed a corresponding emphasis on the "objectivity" of the Christian faith.
In their concern for the individual to be certain of his or her
salvation, Henkel and Walther both directed the sinner to seek certainty
not subjectively, from within, but objectively, from without.
186tbid., p. 156.
107Quoted in Piepkorn, ''Walther and the Lutheran Confessions,"
p. 616.
108
spitz, "Walther's Contribution.-'' p. 590.
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The characteristic mark of our precious Evangelical Lutheran Church
is its objectivity. In all its teaching it endeavors to turn people
away from their own efforts to seek salvation in themselve~, .in their
own qualification, their own desire, their own.ability, and their own
good
and to have them seek their salvation outside themselves.

wof~I'

This emphasis on seeking one's salvation outside oneself emerges regardless of what doctr:lne they treat.
Henkel's Theology
Henkel believed that the underlying issues in the ecclesiastical
and doctrinal debates with the General Synod and the North Carolina synod
were the very issues addressed by the Lutheran Confessions.

Consequently,

each of Henkel's doctrinal writings demonstrate a dependence upon the
Lutheran symbolical books in addressing the theological issues facing the
church of his day. · Henkel, however, did not merely parrot or mimic the
Lutheran confessions when formulating his answers.

He frequently rede-

fined the theological constructs of the Lutheran Symbols and rephrased
them in the language of his day in such a way as to convey and apply
genuine Lutheran theology and concepts to the needs and problems of the
church.

The major doctrinal problems that Henkel addressed centered on

Baptism, the Lord's Supper, and Christology.

These three doctrines set

the Lutheran church apart from all other denominations.

Even more im-

portantly, these doctrines were the principal targets of those

who

sought

to "destroy the doctrine that God came into the flesh, and lessen the
value of the holy sacraments, and enthrone human reason as a God. 11110
l09Francis Pieper, "Dr. C. F. W. Walther as Theologian," trans.
John Theodore Mueller, Concordia Theological Monthly 27 (January 1956):
31.
llOHenkel, Carolinian Herald of LiberS7, P• · 6S.
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The Henkels were concerned to relate all the teachings, the Bible to its
central teaching of the gospe1. 111
At stake in each of these issues was the fundamental question,
"how does God dwell among and unite himself to his people?"

Does God

break into history by using material, physical elements as his vehicles
to bring life and salvation to men?

In the light of original sin, Henkel

argued that man, being spiritually dead in matters dealing with God, possessed no ability to respond to spiritual impulses.

Hence ·God used

objective, external means.
this principle, we may easily perceive the propriety of external
gospel-means, the word and the sacraments. The senses are the conductors to our souls; external things only can operate upon our
senses. Thus the sound of the gospel reaches the ear
rom thence
1
1
it flows on to the mind, and exercises its influence.

On

2

Henkel followed the lead of Luther who, in his Large Catechism, also insisted on the necessity of external means such as baptism.

"Yes, it must

be external so that it can be perceived and grasped by the senses and
thus brought into the heart, just as the entire Gospel is an external,
oral proclamation.113
The North Carolina Synod had denied that the Holy Spirit effected
regeneration through baptism.

In 1822, Henkel wrote a treatise on bap-

tism entitled Heavenly Flood of Regeneration in which he focused on the
ability of simple water to convey divine blessings to the soul.

A

Methodist minister, Joseph Moore, attacked Benkel's treatise on baptism.
lllPadget, Paul Henkel, p. 182, footnote 95.

112navid Henkel, Heavenly Flood of Regeneration: or A Treatise on
Holy Baptism (Salisbury, NC: Bingham and White, Printers, 1822), p. 3.
113Henkel, Heavenly Flood of Regeneration, p. 2.

191
This led him to author a second book on the subject in 1825, An Answer
To Joseph Moore, the Methodist.

In both works, Henkel insisted that

baptism was more than a sprinkli~·wit:h mere water.
to the water of baptism.

God attached his word

"The command of Christ, and the name of the

holy Trinity, constitute the groundwork of baptism, and the water is
their vehicle. 11114 Henkel argued that to say God's name formed the
foundation of baptism was the same as saying God himself formed the
foundation of baptism.

This made baptism not a human rite, but a divine

performance. 115 Because of the divine word attached to the elements,
Henkel was able to write, "I call water in baptism, and the elements in
the eucbarist, the blessed clouds in which God descends to act and commune with sinners. 11116
According to Henkel, it followed that if one denied baptism as a
means to effect a regeneration, one would also have to deny the word of

God as a means of grace:
Now since the word is the principal thing in it, the ·c onclusion must
be, if the gospel-word possesses any regenerating virtue, baptism
possesses the same; because without the word it would be no baptism.
If I deny baptism to be a means of regeneration, I must also deny
the word as being the same; for the word and water in baptism are
not to be separated.117
Therefore, if his opponents, who affirmed the word, but not the sacraments, were consistent Henkel wrote, they must exclude not only baptism
as a means; :--·''but also, Christ the Spirit, and the preaching of the
Gospel• nll8
114Henkel, p. 13.
115ilenkel, Answer to Joseph Moore, p. 23.
116eenkel, Heavenly Flood, p. 8.

117 Ibid.

118Henkel, Answer to Mr. Joseph Moore, p. 47.
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Carried out in practice, if God did not bestow his divine blessings thr.ough the vehicles of his word and baptism, it would be useless
for anyone to look to the word of God or baptism to be saved.
If no external means effect regeneration, then it is in vain, to
look to the word of God, as well as to baptism, or to use any other
means; hence, there is no opportunity at all to be saved; unless
we by the carnal, and wicked works of our reason could merit salvation; otherwise, we would have to lie dormant, like the Epicurians;
or, else wait, and gaze to the clouds, to experience regeneration,
by an extraordinary miracle.119
Henkel lamented that thousands, by excluding external elements as the
vehicles for God's grace, would not see life or esteem God's name because
they looked to heaven for something superior to God's name in baptism.
"They cannot conceive that this salvation is within more than their
reach."120
The issue of the Lord's supper was intimately connected with
baptism for Henkel, and both had become points of .c ontention within the
North Carolina synod.

At the synodical meeting in 1820, the North Caro-

lina synod denied that the body and blood of Christ were "bodily received
with the bread and wine in the Holy Supper. 11121 Henkel f-e lt that the
reason they denied the real presence, was that
These words appear very plain in themselves, and if they were not
differently construed -from what they expressed, no person that be.; -- -~
lieved the Scriptures could ever_,· thought of denying that the real
body and blood of our Lord were present and administered in the
supper. But no doubt, because it appeared unreasonable to some.
or rather far beyond reason, to admit that a body could be omnipresent, they sought a method of explaining these words, so they might
comprehend this holy mystery with reason.12 2
119Ibid., p. 53.

120Henkel, Heavenly Flood, p. 144.

121Henkel, Carolinian Herald, p. 46.
122rbid., p. 47.
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On

the basis of the words of institution recorded in 1 Corinthians,

Henkel took the word 'communion' and explained it as the communion between the body and bread, not merely communion between Christians.
Since the cup was the new testament in Christ's blood, Henkel held that
this last will and testament conveys real property while an emblem or
token conveys nothing.

If the Lord's supper consisted only of emblems

and tokens it would be false to call it a testament which conveys property.123
Those who believed that the Lord's supper was only a memorial
argued that if a person was to be remembered, it was necessary for him
to be absent, therefore Christ was absent.

Henkel replied on the basis

of Psalms 42 and 46, that 'to remember' meant the same as 'to trust.'
Thus Henkel asked, are we to eat and drink trusting in him when he is
not present?

If we are to eat and drink in remembrance of Christ, that

is, trusting in him, our faith must have a firm foundation.

"Faith must

not only build on the spirit of Christ, as that would not be the whole
Saviour, but upon the mysterious God-man. 11124
the crucified Christ.

Christ must be present as

Henkel asserted that those who teach the humanity

of Christ as existing in heaven only and not in the sacrament,•~magine
God to where the man Jesus is not, evidently separate God and man, which
is the same as denying that God came into the flesh. 11125 For Henkel-as for the authors of the Formula of Concord126--the real Christological
12 3aenkel, Answer to Mr. Joseph Moore, p. 82.
124 tbid., p. 59.

125Padgett, p. 64.

126Theodore Tappert, trans.•. ~~ ed •..The Boo'k of Concord: The
Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1959), p. S98, footnote 6.

issue centered on the genus maiestaticum.

Henkel noted that this was

the principal point of division between Luther and Zwingli and continued
to be the principal point of division between the Lutheran churches and
the Calvinist churches.127
Henkel defended the omnipresence of Christ's body by considering
the incarnation.

Since the Son of God, as God, was unchangeable, when

the Word was made flesh, he did not undergo any change making him either
more perfect or less perfect.

The eternal word remained the same after

the incarnation, maintaining his essential unity.

The flesh however,

was changeable; and thus it entered into the indivisible unity with the
Word so as to have subsistence in the Word:

"the hwnaui.ty is a change-.

able nature, it was therefore susceptible to being exalted and glorified
with an uncreated divine glory by reason of the eternal word having become one person with the same. 11128
For Henkel, the personal union of Christ provided Christians with
a source of abiding comfort.

Here he quoted extensively from Luther in

Article VII of the Formula of Concord on the importance of Christ's onm.ipresence.

Elsewhere he put it into his own words:

If God can be found any where (I mean the Son of God) in the universe,
and not the man Jesus with him, then there would be a God who was not
man; hence it would be false, what the gospel saith, that 'the word
was made flesh.' If a God be found where the man Jesus is not with
him, we may rely upon it, it is the very Devil, instead of Jehovah,
then to deny that man is where God is, (every where) is also to deny
127navid Henkel, Against the Unitarians: A Treatise on the Person and Incarnation of Jesus Christ, in Which Some of the Principal Arguments of the Unitarians are Examined (New Market, VA: S. Henkel's
Printing Office, 1830), p. 97.
128Henkel, Carolinian Herald, p. 41.
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that -God came into the flesh; denying _ that the body and blood are
present in the sacrament, is denying that man is where God is.129
Henkel concluded that those who deny that the h

nature of Christ

possesses the divine attributes of omnipotence and omnipresence must
then deny that the divine nature was made flesh and deny that Christ is
present with us as our mediator. 130
Be wrote that in the humiliation of Christ, the union of the two
natures was so intimate one could say God died.

If "the flesh died, the

Godhead was a partaker of this death; because this flesh and blood of
Christ is God's own flesh and blood. 11 ~131 This made the benefits for
man

infinitely great.
Christ being God-man, his sufferings, though apparently transitory;
yet were eternal in magnitude because they proceeded from an infinite
person; and thus were superior to the sufferings Jhich all sinners
would have had to endure in an eternal duration. 13

Not only did the personal union of Christ etemally benefit Christians
during his humiliation, Henk.el also pointed out that the personal union
continued to provide an abiding comfort for Christians, even after the
exaltation of Christ.
This man [Jesus] exercising universal dominion at God's right hand
proves that we need not fear death nor the powers of hell for he
having the keys of bell and of death, has them under his control, so
that they -c annot injure us. Re being exalted as man, he can succour
us in this world of temptation. As a high priest upon the throne of
glory, he having been tempted and felt all the miseries of human
life, is able !Jd willing to direct all things for the benefit of
his brethren. 1 3
To limit the human nature ·o f Christ by denying the communication of
·129

.. - -Ibid., p. 69.

130rbid., p. 94.

131Ibid., p. 40.

l3 2Henkel, Answer to Mr. Joseph Moore, p. 127.
133aenkel, Unitarians, p. 119.
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the divine attributes to the h1nnanity of Christ struck at the foundations
of one's assurance of salvation.
These doctrinal issues, issues that ultimately centered on
Christology, lay at the heart of David Benkel's concern for the spiritual
welfare of those people whom he served as a pastor.

He refused to join

in any attempt to forge church unity which did not seek a confessional
consensus on doctrine for to do so would ultimately put at risk the salvation of people.

Doctrine, for Henkel, dealt with the proclamation and

confession of Christ.

As a pastor, his first concern was to proclaim

Christ to those people entrusted to him that they might have a confident
hope of salvation.

To that end, David Henkel called upon Lutherans to

make the Lutheran Confessions not merely historical documents of a faith
once confessed but living witnesses to the abiding faith of the church
which once again must be confessed and proclaimed.
Walther and the Missouri Synod
In his exposition of the Formula of Concord, Walther regarded
the tenth article on Church usages with its call for unity in "doctrine
and all its articles" as the one which deserves first place within the
church of his day.

This article, he wrote, is "especially and rightly

our chief article for which we poor, despised and slandered confessors of
the unaltered Augsburg Confession cannot thank, glorify and praise God
enough."134

It is the "golden article which offers a preservative, be-

queathed to us by our fathers." 135 Pure doctrine, for Walther, "builds
134walther, Stern .und Kern, p. 25.
135walther, "Foreword to 1877" p. 163.
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the church and brings true peace."

False doctrine on the other hand,

"is poison to the soul," it tears down the church and creates discord and
disunity. 136 Walther maintained that the smallest error, "like leaven,
can pervert the whole doctrine that is otherwise pure," that is, "a single
false teaching vitiates the entire doctrine. 11137 A concern for pure
doctrine then, wrote Walther, is nothing else than "the proper concern.
about a genuine Christianity and a sincere Christian life. 11138
Walther showed little patience with those who dealt with doctrines
in isolation.

He did not view doctrine as merely a number of unconnected

loci standing side by side in a system, but as an organic unity, at the
center of which stands the article of justification.

In the Lutheran

confessions the doctrine of justification stGod as the
alpha and omega, the heart in the body, the soul, that which rules
everything in the Lutheran church body, moves and gives life to all,
the kernel in the shell • • • • This is the sun; the other doctrines
are only the sunbeams that are emitted from it and return to it
again. They are all there for the sake of justification; they expand our understanding of justification. 111 39
By contending for all the doctrines of scripture the confessions, Walther
felt he was contending for the doctrine of justification since all doc~
trines served the doctrine of justification either as premises leading
to it, or as conclusions flowing from it.

This article is so inseparably

136walther, Law and Gospel, pp. 28, 20, 21.
137 Ibid., p. 31.
138walther, "Foreword to the 1860 Volume," [Do We Draw the Lines
of Fellowship Too Narrowly?], Editorials from Lehre und Webre, p. 90.

139c. F. w. Walther, Convention Essays, trans. and series ed.
Aug. R. Suelflow, Selected writings of C. F. W. Walther.$t. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1981), p. 99.
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connected with all other doctrines of the Christian faith, "that where
it is pure, there also all other articles of faith are present in purity,
and where one deviates in other articles, there

this teaching is not

pure or does not remain pure. 1114 0 Rot only must the doctrine of justification be placed at the center of the Christian faith and not only
must all articles of faith be presented in harmony with this one article,
but the doctrine of justification should actually appear in the "structure of all teaching and preaching. 11141 From this doctrine, Walther believed, the joy of a pastor in the ministry flows together with hope of
accomplishing anything worthwhile.
Though one might know all the doctrines of Scripture and though
one might present all the articles of faith according to Scripture,
Walther would not concede that one was truly orthodox until one also
applied them correctly to the life of the church, a skill which necessi~
tated the ability to properly distinguish .law ··and gospel--at every point
of doctrine~

Walther believed that there "is not a doctrine that does

not call upon us rightly to divide Law and Gospel. 11142 Among the simplest
ways of confounding law and gospel occurred when one presented the doc-

trines in the wrong sequence, gospel then law, sanctification then justification, faith then repentance, grace then good works.

The knowledge

of these doctrines may be scriptural, but their application may be
wrong.

The most evident form of corrupting the two occurs when one
14 0walther, Stern und Kern, p. 26.
141Edwin L. Lueker, "Justification in the Theology of Walther,"

p. 605.

142walther., Law and Gospel, p. 37.

. ..
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teaches the law and gospel as ~qually balanced, Walther insis-ced "th,!
Gospel must predominatel 11143 Walther's emphasis on the proper distinction betwe·en law and gospel became a "leitmotiv running through the
nearly fif1?Y years of his lifework on the American scene. 11144

It also

became an important characteristic of the Missouri Synod and was brought
to the fore time and again by Pieper, Bente, and many other Missouri
theologians. 145
In applying law and gospel to the life of the church, Walther
may well have made his greatest contribution to Lutheran theology.

It

represents an attempt to recover "the teaching of the Luther and the
Book of Concord and to restate it for the nineteenth century in a form
that would present the reformers' position free from rationalism, and
Pietism. 1114 6 Accordingly, in regular Friday night lectures from 1884-1885,
Walther sought to make sem1uary students more practical and effective
theologians by expounding the proper distinction between law and gospel.

Again, the objective nature of theology comes to the fore as

Walther's dominant theme and is apparent in four of his six major distinctions between the law and the gospel.

In order to distinguish law

and gospel, pastors had to know when to direct people to examine their

143

Ibid., p. 403.

144 Jaroslav Pelikan, Foreword to The Proper Distinction Between
Law and Gospel, 39 Evening Lectures (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing ~(.; ··.
Bouse, 1986), p. iv.

145rrancis Pieper, Zweiter Synodal-Bericht des Iowa-Districts der
deutschen evang.-luth. Synode von Missouri, Ohio u. a. Staaten (St. Louis:
Lutherischen Concordiae-Verlag, 1880), pp. 13-98.

14 ~bert C. Schultz, "The Distinction Between Law and Gospel,"
Concordia Theological Monthly 32 (October 1961):592.
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sins, to look within, and when to look outside of themselves, to the
grace of God contained in the means of grace.

Here the sinner is di--.~·..

rected to find his certainty not from within, but from without.

Walther

wrote, "justification is not something that occurs in: our heart, but
it occurs in God." Again, "Grace, accordingly, is that which is in
God's heart, the goodwill which God bears in His heart for the poor
sinner. 11147 Lutheran doctrine, by teaching that one must look away from
self to God, makes it the only doctrine which gives all the glory and
credit to God, and gives all comfort to His people.
As the Biblical doctrine of justification stands and falls with
the Biblical doctrine of the means of grace, Walther regarded the ninth
thesis of his lectures as the central thesis in the entire series and
the one which set Lutheranism apart from other denominations and
sects.

Walther asked, where do you direct the sinner to find his cer-

tainty of salvation, to his inner, subjective feelings or to the exteP.nal, objective Word and Sacraments?

As grace cannot be infused into us

since "it is the disposition of God outside of ourselves, in heaven.
can only be proclaimed to us.

It

True rest, therefore, can be given us

only through the Word, either when we hear it preached or when we read
it."

In everything that God does to assure us of his grace "the Word

occupies first place."

The history ·o f the church demonstrates the dif-

ference between the two in the persons of Melanchthon and Luther.

The

latter "based his joy on his feeling; but no matter what Luther's feelings were, he clung to the Word. 11148 Anyone who understands .this

147walther, Convention Essays, p. 108.
148walther, Law and Gospel, pp. 177, 185, 197, 153 1 180.
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thesis wrote Walther, can rightly divide law and gospel.
The most prominent example of how Walther viewed all articles
of faith as inseparably linked

to the article of justification, together

with his emphasis on the objective, grace oriented nature of the Christian
faith, and its application by means of law and gospel is in his controversy over the doctrine of predestination.

Aside from the personal

issues involved in the controversy, the basic theological question involved may be stated, "1} is predest:lnation the cause of faith, or 2) is
faith the cause of predestination? 1114 9
the doctrine of faith.

Involved in this issue then.was

The question of objectivity versus subjectivity,

law versus Gospel becomes the issue for Walther.
was the grace of God.

At stake for Walther

Walther felt that those who advocated an election

in view of faith, once again directed people to examine their faith in
order to find the assurance of salvation, rather than directing them to
the Word of God in which is contained the proclamation and promise of the
grace of God.

Walther rejects his opponents position because they were

confusing law and gospel.150
It has been pointed out that ~•the basic question in the controversy perhaps was not predestination, but the way one approached the
Lutheran Symbols and interpretation of the Bible. 11151 The Norwegians
had held Bishop Erik Pontoppidan's Catechism, Truth unto Godliness in
high regard.

Question 548 proved fatal for by it some attempted to

149william Schmelder, "The Predestinarian Controversy: Review
and Reflection," Concordia .Journal 1 (.January 1975):22. Walther, Controversy Concerning Election, p. 43.
150Schultz, p. 595.

151Schmelder, p. 22.
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interpret the Pormula of Concord.

''What is election?

God has appointed

all those to eternal life whom He from eternity has foreseen would accept
the offered grace, believe in Christ, and remain constant in this faith
unto the end."

This view was adopted by Schmidt, Weenaas, Oftedal,

Sverdrup and others.

But, Walther wrote, "whenever a controversy arises

concerning the question whebher a doctrine·-_is Lutheran, we must not ask:
"What does this or that 'father·• of the Lutheran Church teach in his private writings?" for he also may have fallen into error.
we must ask:

On

the contrary,

''What does the public CONFESSION of the Lutheran Church

teach concerning the controverted point?"152

In the predestinarian con-

troversy, Schmidt and Stellhorn misread the Formula of Concord by making
the eight points (SD, 11:15-22) the definition of election.

Walther

treated eight points as context that provides for the doctrine the proper setting and sheds light on entire doctrine which was defined in
paragraphs 5-7 and 9-lo.153
Intimately connected with this issue was the relationship of
predestination to conversion.

Was the Formula of Concord here incon-

sistent and contradictory as Philip Schaff, the reformed scholar, and
F. H. R. Frank, the German theologian had maintained? Walther replied,
"on the contrary, the Formula's authors were bent on faithfully preserving the mystery." 154
the twentieth century.

They continued to expound this issue well into
In 1913, Pieper penned, Zur Einigung der ameri-

kanisch-lutherischen kirche in der Lehre von der Bekehrung und
152walther, The Controversy Concerning Election, p. 6.
1S3Book of Concord, p. 619, paragraphs 15-22.
l54walther, "Foreword to the 1877 Volume," p. 151.
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Gnadenwahl. 155 It was immediately translated as Conuersion and Election.156 Again, of all the doctrfn&l controversies and articles of the
Formula of Concord dealt with by Bente, he devoted the greatest amount
of space, nearly thitty pages, to this issue.

Therein Bente sets out

to demonstrate, contrary to Philip Schaff, that article two and article
eleven do not stand in contradiction to one another, but are in complete
harmony in emphasizing both, universal grace, and grace alone.
The impact of the predestinarian controversy cannot be underestimated.

More than "any other single factor-and surely there were

others--the predestinarian controversy profoundly determined the divisions
within Americ•n Lutheranism."

This controversy and its effects lingered

on·:£or la long period within the Missouri Synod.
tinued to explicate it for years to come.

Its theologians con-

At the same time, Missouri

came out of it more united, doctrinally strengthened, and determined to
perform that which she considered her mission. 157
Conclusion
Walther's doctrinal approach to the Lutheran Confessions and call
for an unconditional subscription in principle and practice led him to
criticize all other forms of subscription as limiting the extent to which
they defined the Lutheran faith.

The General Synod limited the confes-:·.

sions to the fundamental doctrines which were to be decided by each individual.

The General Council's was regarded as an adequate but often only
155(st. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1913).
l5 6 (st. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1913).
157Schmelder, p. 27.
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an "empty formula" because its consequences for practice did not follow.
Loehe and the Iowa Synod limited the confessions to those doctrines that
were historically occasioned.

Walther's doctrinal approach to the Luther-

an Confessions ultimately led to a break with other Lutherans.

Both he

and Henkel did not seek to create exclusivistic bodies, but neither
could either of them en~ger the salvation of individuals by compromising doctrine or risiing its.corruption.

CHAPTER FOUR
THE HISTORICAL APPROACH
In the nineteenth century, the confessional revival which began
in Germany spread to America and increased for many Lutherans their ap-

preciation of the Lutheran Confessions.

One of the characteristics of

this renewed confessional consciousness among many Lutheran scholars was
a desire both to preserve their distinctively Lutheran identity in
examining the history and theology of the confessions and to encourage
critical historical scholarly studies.

One way by which they sought to

maintain the tension between those two desires was to adopt a "historical approach" to the Lutheran Confessions in which the historical character of the confessions was emphasized.

They felt that to ignore.the

historical aspects of the Lutheran confessions by focusing almost exclusively upon their doctrinal content would move the confessions from the
realm of the useful and the practical to the realm of the speculative
which could reduce their significance and influence.

This approach was

first advocated by Wilhelm Loehe and scholars at the University of Erlangen.

In America, the "historical approach" was first advocated by the

leaders of the Iowa Synod while various features and modifications of
this approach were subsequently adopted by leaders of several other
synods.

By the first quarter of the twentieth century its principle

tenets had become one of the dominant approaches to the Confessions.
205

20 6
For the first twenty years of the existence of the Iowa Synod,
George Grossmann (1823-97) and Sigmund (1833-1900) and Gottfried (18361889) Fritschel of Iowa wa~e~the principal spokesmen in America espousing
this approach.

By the turn of the century, others moved toward adopting

a similar stance towards the confessions.

One result of the Predestin-

arian Controversy was that the Ohio synod discovered that it shared views
similar to those of the Iowa Synod.

Slowly closer relations developed

between them and in 1930 they formed the American Lutheran Church. 1
Nevertheless, while relations improved in many areas the issue of the interpretation and application of the Lutheran ·confessions created difficulties.

By the turn of the century, the adovcates in the General

Synod of an "American Lutheranism" began to lose their influence and a
conservative party, which demonstrated an increased appreciation of the
confessions, began to move the Synod toward a more conservative position.

Two phases in the development of this approach may be distinguished,

an early period in which one finds it in its coarsest features, and a
second period beginning with the turn of the century, in a more refined
form.

The common elements maintained throughout these two periods was

an insistence upon historical dimension of the Lutheran Confessions and
a distinction between the essentials and non-essentials of the confessions.
The Origin of the Historical Approach
The advocates of the "historical approach" trace their roots back
1 For a thorough account of the relations between these two bodies,
see Fred w. Meuser, The Formation of the American Lutheran Church: A
Case Study in Lutheran Unity (Columbus, OH: The Wartburg Press, 1958).
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to Wilhelm Loeb~ (1808-72) of Neuendettelsau, Germany.

The founders of

the Iowa Synod, like many of the early leaders of the Missouri Synod,
responded to the appeal of Loehe for missionaries to America and received
their training from Loehe at Neuendettelsau before embarking for the
United States.

During its first decade of existence relations remained

cordial between the Iowa Synod and Loehe, But, by the 1850s, tensions
began to emerge as a result of several issues, the most prominent of
which was the disagreement concerning church and ministry.

Loehe favored

a more hierarchical view~of the church and expressed concern over Misouri's "congregational" polity and so-called "transference" theory.

Af-

ter several attempts at reconciliation, Loehe severed ties with Missouri
in 1853 and started anew with the organization of another synod.

Those

who stayed with Loehe and left Missouri were George Grossmann and
Johannes De:lndoerfer (1828~1907), who in September 1853 migrated from
Michigan to Iowa with about twenty people.

That same year they organized

a seminary at St. Sebald, Iowa, and the following year on August twentyfourth organized the Iowa Synod with Grossmann as its first president. 2
Two men who subsequently became the organizational and theolog-

ical leaders of the Iowa Synod were the Fritschel brothers, Sigmund and
Gottfried.

Born and raised in Germany, their father had become a member

of the Basel Missionary Society, a group with pietistic inclinations.
Through this group, the Ftitschels eventually came under the influence
of Wilhelm Loehe and, at age seventeen, Gottftied entered the Institute
which had been established at Nuernberg by friends of Loehe to prepare
2August R. Suelflow and E. Clifford Nelson, "Following the Frontier 1840-1875," Lutherans in North America, E. Clifford Nelson, ed.
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), pp. 181-82.

208'

missionaries for America.
Neuendettelsau.
to Iowa.
Synod.

On

In 18S3, the Institute was transferred to

Palm Sunday, 18S4, Sigmund was commissioned and sent

There he was elected the secretary of the newly formed Iowa
In October 1853, Gottfried had entered Missionsanstalt ..:ln

Neuendettelsau and then enrolled at the University of Erlangen where he
studied under August Hof

, Franz Delitzsch, Gottfried Thomasium and

Theodosius Harnack among others.

On

August 17, 1856, Gottfried was com-

missioned and sent to Dubuque, Iowa, where he arrived on May 18, 1857. 3
Together "Sigmund and ·G ottfried Fritschel, more than any other
men, determined and molded the action of the Synod. 114
position became that of the Iowa Synod.
proved the more scholarly theologian.

Their theological

Of the two ~others, Gottfried
He was the leading spokesman of

the Synod in its controversy with.Missouri concerning Predestination.5
Grossmann's and the Fritschels' approach to the confessions, which was
expressed in the official statements and documents of the Iowa Synod, embraced three distinctive features.

They first stressed the historical

interpretation of the confessions.

They emphasized that the normative

character of the confessions applies only to those doctrines established
by the confessions to settle the doctrinal controversies disrupting the
church of their day.

Finally, those doctrines not established "confes-

sionally" were open to further development and refinement within the
church.
When the General Council was formed in 1866, the Iowa Synod
3see Herman Fritschel, Biography of Drs. Sigmund and Gottfried
Fritschel (Milwaukee, n.p., 1951), pp. 18-25.
4 Ibid., p. 54.

5Ibid., p. 84.
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established and maintained close ties with members of the Council for
many years.

In spite of this relationship, the Iowa Synod never estab-

lished official ties with the Council due to the latter-~s unwillingness
to deal with the "Four Points116 posed by Iowa and its reluctance to bring
its ecclesiastical practice into conformity with its public profession.
Iowa's relationship with Missouri had never been cordial and became even
more strained with the outbreak of the Predestinarian controversy.

Thus,

when the Synodical Conference was formed in 1872, Iowa found itself as
the only-major midwestern, German immigrant body that was not a member of
the conference.
The man within the Iowa Synod who would carry on the tradition of
its founders and who authored a number of scholarly studies on the Lutheran Confessions was George Fritsche!, the son of Gottfried.

He had

graduated from the college and seminary at Mendota and Thiel College at
Greenville, Pennsylvania and became an assistant teacher at the Seminary
for two years before continuing his theological studies at the Universities of Rostock, Erlangen and Leipzig.

After returning to America, he

became Director of the Brenham College of the Texas Synod.

Betlater :~;~·.-.-

served as the pastor of congregations in Galveston, Texas, Fond du Lac
and Loganville, Wisconsin before being called to Wartburg (formerly
Sebald Seminary) Seminary as professor of church history.

Though he pro-

duced several works on the Formula of Concord, his primary interest
6Tbe "Four Points" of concern raised by Iowa dealt with the issues
of Chiliasm, Secret Societies, Exchange of Pulpits, and Altar Fellowship.
See Richard C. Wolf, Documents of Lutheran Unity in America (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1966), pp. 137-40, 160-65.

210
apparently was "the question of Church-fellowship with the Missouri
Synod, and intersynodical conferences. 117
Another second generation leader of the Iowa Synod was Johann
Michael Reu (1869-1943).

Educated in the Latin School at Gottingen, he

followed in the footsbeps of the Fritschel brothers by enrolling in the
Mission Institute at Neuendettelsau.

In 1889 he was ordained J,y the

Synod of Iowa and served as a pastor in Mendota, Illinois, 1889-1890,
Rock Falls, Illinois, 1890-1899, and finally as a professor of theology
at Wartbui::g Seminary from 1899 to the time of his death.

Reu received

a Doctor of Theology degree-from University of Erlangen in 1910 and
Doctor of Literature from Capital University in 1926.

A student of Lu-

ther literature and the Lutheran Confessions for over forty years, Reu
achieved "an international reputation as one of the most brilliant source
scholars of the Lutheran Church. 118 During the years preceding 1930, Reu
worked actively for the formation of the American Lutheran Churcp.

By the early twentieth century several factions within the General
Synod were advocating a more definite and precise confessional position.
While at Ragerston in 1895 the General Synod had insisted that "the Augsburg Confession and only the Augsburg Confession," be its confessional
standard, by 1913 they had incorporated into their constitution a ref.e rence to the remaining symbolical books of the Lutheran church "as expositions of Lutheran doctrine of great historical and interpretive
7Rerman Fritschel, p. 122.
8vergilius Ferm, "What is Lutheranism?" (New Yo:rk: Macmillan
Company, 1930), p. 1?2.
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value. 119 This paved the way for the union, in 1918, of the General
Synod, the General Synod South, the General Council and the Tennessee ·-,:-.,
Synod as the United Lutheran Church of America.
While J. W. Richard sought to prevent the General Synod from accepting a stronger confessional commitment, Juergen L. Neve (186S-1943),
also in the General Synod, advocated a commitment to all the Lutheran
Confessions.

Educated at Breklum and Kiel he emigrated to America in

1887 and became a professor of church history at the Theological Seminary of the General Synod, then professor of church history and symbolics
at Western Theological Seminary in Atchison, Kansas, and finished his
career at Hamma Divinity School, Springfield, Ohio (1909-1943).

He

worked closely with George Fritschel on several projects dealing with the
history of the Lutheran Confessions and like the Fritschels, adopted a
historical approach to the Lutheran confessions and retained several
of the features which were distinctive of Iowa while modifying others.
Confessions A~e Historically Occasioned
While doctrinal issues such as church and ministry created tension between Loehe and the Missouri Synod, the reason these issues surfaced may ultimat~ly have been Loehe's approach to the Lutheran Confessions.

Loehe was coDDDitted to all of the confessions of the Lutheran

church as that in which "all the roots" of the church's life are to be
found and maintained, 'we do not know of a single express teaching in the
9Richard C. Wolf, Documents of Lutheran Unity in America (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966, reprint St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
House), p. 267.
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in the confessions that we would wish to reject of modify. 1110 As were
many other representatives of the confessional movement, Loehe was

staunchly conservative.

But he did seek to interpret the confessions in

such a way that they could be harmonized with the movements of his day.
Be did not want to reclaim them at the risk of losing what had been
learned in the three hundred years since the Reformation.

Loehe took

pride in that he did not "adhere superstitiously to the letter of the
symbols. 1111

In the confessions the church addressed specific issues

and questions with which it had been struggling.

It is those answers that

the church of the present day acknowledges and accepts.

Loehe's ulti-

mate break with Missouri was due to his position on doctrinal development, open questions, the distinction between the substance of a ··.
confession and the form of it, and a commitment to the essentials, that
is, the confessionally defined portions of the Confessions.
In order to understand the emergence of this approach to the
Lutheran Confessions, it is not only necessary to consider the connections between Iowa and Loehe at Neuendettelsau, but also the ties Iowa had
with the University of Erlangen.

A number of their men not only had re-

ceived their missionary training from Loehe, but received their university training at Erlangen.

One of the distinctive features of the

theology taught at the University of Erlangen,tduring the nineteenth century was that it "united a positive attitude toward the religious
lOQuoted in Theodore G. Tappert, Lutheran Confessional Theology
in America, 184·0 -1880 (New York: Harper and Row, 1972), p. 13.
11Er1ch H. Heintzen, Love Leaves Home: Wilhelm Loehe and the
Missouri SyP,od, condensed by Frank Starr (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1973), p. 13.
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awakenings with a commitment to the Lutheran Confessions. 1112 While

staunch in their adherence to the confessions, they did not ignore the
methods and findings of scholar)y research.

Like Loehe, "they believed

in the possibility of organic progress. 1113

They held that Christianity

is not a doctrine about the relationship between God and man, but the·~
relationship itself.
One· of the spokesmen in America for Loehe's view of the confes..
sions was George Grossmann, the first president of the Iowa Synod.

He

set the interpretive attitude and model for future historians of the Iowa
Synod. when he~-stresse4 ·t~e. _authority::o:R ~ allJthe-icdanf essions but insisted
upon interpreting them "historically" and "practically" rather than "dogmatically.1114 When the Iowa Synod was founded in 1854, in a brief paragraph of the principles of the new Synod, he indicated that while the Iowa
Synod accepted the entire collection of confessional writingf, it recognized the historic nature of those confessions.

This meant that they ac-

cepted all of the symbolic writings of the Lutheran church "because all
of the symbolical decisions on the controversial questions which appeared
before and during the time of the reformation are recognized•• corresponding with the divine Word. 1115
12Tappert, Lutheran Confessional Theology, p. 15.
13Ibid., p. 16.

14Th~do:t(! Tdppert, "Symbols of the Chunch," What Lutherans Are
Thinking, A Symbosium on Lul:heran Paith and Life (Columbus, OB: Wartburg
Publishing Bouse, 1947), p. 348.
15 [George Grossmann], Denkschrift versasst zur Gedachtnisfeier
der vor zehn Jahren geschehen GrO.ndung der Deutschen ev. 1uth. Synod von
Iowa (Ansbach: D~ck von Carl Junge, n.d.), p. 6.
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Grossmann and the Iowa Synod reaffirmed and clarified their confessional position in 1856 with the theses, "Stellung zu den Symbolen. 1116

In the third thesis they asserted that the confessions take into account
only those doctrines "that, in times and circumstances in which the confessions were written, were disputed and especially attacked. 1117 They
recognized the Symbols as witnesses
of the right and true knowledge and doctrine of the Word of God, which
God gave his church in the various controversies which arose before
and during the time of the reformation, which he entrusted to them
to hold as saving ~ruth and to defend against falsehoods and lies.
For that veri reason they are norms, rules and guiamg principles
of teaching. 8
The confessions "embrace everything that the church has hitherto acknowledged as s~riptural truth and-- ~has from time to time defined confessionally against heretical attack. 1119

In the fourth thesis, they emphasized

that as the symbolical writings were the specific result of doctrinal
controversies within the church and had as -their sole purpose the settlement of such struggles, they recognized only the "historical interpreta~
tion as the right interpretation. 1120 This corresponded most closely to
the very nature of a confession.
In accordance with this view, Grossmann believed that confessional

16
George Fritschel, Quellen und Dokumente zur Geschichte und
Lehrstellung der ev.-luth. Synode van Iowa u. a. Staaten . (Chicago:
Wartburg Press, 1922), p. 145.
17 sigmund Fritschel, "The Doctrinal Agreement Essential to
Church Unity," in Theodore Tappert, Lutheran Confessional Theology, p. 89.

lBGeorge Fritschel, Quellen, p. 145.

1 9sigmund Fritschel~ "The Doctrinal Agreement Essential to Church
Unity," p. 90.
20George Fritcbel, Quellen, p. 145.

subscription applies only to the symbolical decisions on matters which
were disputed in the sixteenth century.

The confessions must be accepted

as having made the correct decisions for the particular problems of that
age. 21 For Grossmann, then, the symbols were norms of teaching and faith
for its members because its decisions on disputed questions were in accordance with Scripture.

Since heresy~~and false doctrine defined the

formulation of the symbol, both in its negative and positive aspects, it
was not every doctrine that constituted the contents of a symbol but only
"certain topics. 1122

Initially, the Iowa Synod confined these doctrines

as norms for teaching, 'norma docend;' to those which were found .in the
'thetical and antithetical decisions' of the confessions. 23

Symbolical

validity applied to that which the confessions would symbolically establish and to that which lies in the specific articles which are to be read
in the ?light of history.

Like others, Grossmann drew the distinction between the "confession of faith itself and the further constructions, explanations and defenses" used to support confessionally defined articles of faith. 24 He
21Tappert, "Symbols of the Church," p. 348. Tappert appeared to
favor a modified version of the approach by Gross11111nn. Robert Preus views
this approach as "r.elativizing the confessions historically. Por an appraisal of approaches to the confessions in the 20th century, see Robert
Preus, "Confessional Scubscription," Evangelical Directions For the Lutheran Church (Chicago: Lutheran Congress, 1970), p. 44-45.
22 Sigmund·Fritschel, "The Doctrinal Agreement Essential to Church

Unityy" p. 98.
23George Fritsche!, Quellen, pp. 145, 146.
24[George Grossmann], Denkschrift versasst zur Gedachtnisfeier,
p. 28.
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held that while the confessions used these elaborations and explanations
in order to testify to the correct sense of the articles of faith, for
which reason they should not be ignored, nevertheless, they did not belong as essential, permanent components of the confession.25 From this
emphasis on the historical circumstances of the confessions they formulated the distinction between essential and unessential doctrines within
the Book of Concord.

Unlike the advocates of an "American Lutheranism,"

they did not leave it entirely to each individual to determine what was
essential and non-essential.
that.

The confessions had already taken care of

Only those doctrines which they formulated to address specific con-

cerns were essentia1. 2 6
At first glance it would have appeared that Iowa limited confessional subscription to those doctrines of the confessions which were
prefaced with a "we confess," or "we reject."

The Iowa Synod sought to

clarify their position somewhat in later years by declaring that the
symbolical decisions which were considered as binding extended beyond the
simple thetical and antithetical declarations and included those doctr:lnes
which also were contained in the explanations and illustrations.

In ans-

wer to objections that they restricted the doctrine of the confessions
to the symbolical decisions, they argued that their subscription did not
apply merely to the articles which begin with "we believe, teach, and
confess" or we "reject or condemn," but to the explanations, arguments
2 Srbid.

26sigmund and Gottfried Fritschel, Iowa und Missouri, Eine
Verteidigung der Lehrstellung der S1:P:od von Iowa gegenUber den Angriffen
des herrn Prof. Schmidt (Chicago: Wartburg Publishing House, n.d.),
P• 93.
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and elaborations which comprise the doctrinal content of the symbolical
decisions. 27
This led to yet another distinction, not with regard to the symbolical decisions and the explanations, but with regard to the content
in those explanations.

The Iowa Synod distinguished those elaborations

that incidentally mentioned doctrines from the confessional doctrines
that were to be established by the thetical and antithetical decisions
and those employed by the symbols against error; the latter also have
symbolical autho~lty. 28 The question was then, are only the articles of
faith mentioned in the Symbols ex professo or are all unessential doctrines appearing as incidental remarks, to .:.be,:held as a symbolically defined teaching and binding upon the conscience? 29

The Iowa Synod affirmed

that only those mentioned ex professo ~ere binding.

Only the histori-

cally demanded and the intended doctrine discussed in the symbols were
binding.

Those individual doctrines mentioned incidentally or occasion-

ally in the explanations and supplements, did not have the authority to
bind consciences. 30
Herein lay the essential point of difference between the Missouri
Synod and the Iowa Synod.

Missouri insisted that of all the doctr:bias

mentioned, whether ex professo or incidentally, were normative for the
teaching of the church.

Iowa held that those doctrines mentioned

27 s1gm:nnd Fritschel, Die Unterscheidungslehren der Synoden von
Iowa und Missouri (Waverly, IA: Druck und Verlag des Wartburg Publishing
House, 1893), p. 22.
28Ibid., p. 18.

29 Ibid., p. 17.

30s1gmund and·Got~fried Fritschel, Iowa und Missouri, Eine
Verteidigung, p. 102.
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incidentally were either non-essential points of doctrine or were doctrinal positions that were not binding whei-eas the "symbolically intended
and willed" doctrines which the church rose to defend were binding.
Among those teachings considered inessential by the Iowa Synod, Fritschel
listed the perpetual virginity of Mary, Melanchthon's comments regarding
the Papacy as the anti-Christ, Traducianism, and the significance of
Mary giving birth with utero clauso.

Fritschel considered fundamental

articles as those doctrines "in which the substantial foundation of the
faith, Christ, and the principles and means of salvation necessarily connected wibh it are displayed. 1131
Fritschel defended the distinction between primary and secondary
doctrines in the confessions against the insistence that every doctrinal
utterance in the confessions must be considered as primary and confessional.

This feature of the historical approach would not change appre-

ciably over the years.

In his writings., Neve also developed the distinc-

tion between doctrines mentioned explicitly and those mentioned
incidentally.

He held that in the later confessions, many of the elabor-

ations and explanations were intended to answer disputed doctrines of
the Augsburg Confession among Lutherans.

"There is no claim that

every casual remark has the character of confessional substance. 1132
3lsigmund Fritschel, "The Docrinal Agreement Essential to Church
Unity," P• 87.
32Juergen Ludwig Neve, Introduction to The Symbolical Books of
the Lutheran Church: A Historical Survey of the Oecumenical and Particular Symbols of Lutheranism, an Outline of the Contents, and an Interpretation of their Theology on the Basis of the Doctrinal Articles of the
Augsburg Confession, With eonttibutions by George Fritschel, second
revised edition (Columbus, OH: Lutheran Book Concern, 1926), p. 33.
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During the first quarter of the twentieth century, it became increasingly necessary to consider whether or not the terms employed by
the confessions were symbolically binding.

TJiis question dealt with the

relationship between the doctrinal substtance of the confession and the
terminology by which it was expressed.

Neve phrased the issue, "can we

surrender the theological terminology of the creeds, without sacrificing
essential parts of the substance? 1133 Those who insisted that the twen~.
tieth century church 1DUst do so, regarded the terminology as historically
conditioned and time-bound.

For instance, the terminology in the Nicene

Creed may indicate a Greek frame of mind rather than a Biblical one.
Citing several contemporary spokesmen on the subject expressing diametrically opposite views, Neve notes that there were elements of truth in
both positions.34

In some cases, he held, the church cannot sacrifice the forms of
expression without sacrificing the substance of doctrine itself.
would be the case with most of the terms of the Athanasian Creed.

Such
They

cannot be abandoned without endangering the very essence of the faith.
Neither could the church forsake its terminology in such articles as one,
two, three and four of the Augsburg Confession.

Neve asks, "Would the

Lutheran want to be without the very language of that phrase ~freely
justified for Christ's sake through_"faitli'? 1135

On

the other hand,

34Neve discusses the arguments pro and con in Story and Significance of the Augsburg Confession on Its Four Hundredth Anniversary (Burlington, IA: Lutheran Literary Board, 1930), pp. 149-152.
35Ibid., p. ;150.

when we have in mind the more lengthy articles of the Confession and
especially the Secondary Symbols, the cases may be argued, although
even here there are many terms that must be regarded as symbolical
even by him who subscribes only to the unaltered Augsburg Confession.36
Thus 1 Neve compromises by taking a stance which perceived elements of
truth in each position.
How did Iowa's confessional attitude ·compare with Kissouri•s?
In most of its points 1 the historical approach to the confessions rejected
Missouri's attitude as a "predominatly dogmatical, unhistorical interpretation," and which "overlooks and misunderstands the historical structure," through which the confessional writing came into being. 37

Gross-

mann charged Walther with advocating a legalistic conception of the
symbols and maintained that the symbolical books of the church must
not be regarded as "symbolical dogmatics in which every sentence has the
weight of an article of faith. 1138 Missouri did not oijject to using history to better understand the doctrinal articles of the Confession.

But

from the standpoint of Missouri, the Iowa Synod used their historical
understanding to limit the extent to which the confessions and, with
them, the Scriptures bound a person.
Unity Can Be Based Only On
Essentials of Confessions
The Iowa Synod carried their views on what belongs to the essence
of the confessions with them as they considered intersynodical relations
36Neve, Introduction to The Symbolical Books, pp. 38, 39.
37George Fritschel, Quellen, p. 145.
38Grossmann, Denkscrift verfasst zur Gedachtnisfeier, p. 28.
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and sought Lutheran unity.

They rejected Missouri's call for complete

doctrinal agreement prior to any official relations between church bodies
in their "Theses on Church Unity, 1867" in which they asserted, "dom-

plete unity of doctrine has never existed in the church and must not
be made the condition of fellowsbip."~9

To this, George Fritschel added

that the Lutheran Church "has never made agreement in every single doc~r
trine the condition for church unity. 1140

In particular, the Iowa Synod

felt that Missouri moved beyond the confessions with their inclusive requirement of absolute unity in all, even minor doctrines not clearly
stated in the Scriptures, "or not taught at all, but derived at by dogmatic deductions. 1141 The Iowa Synod steadfastly maintained that such
doctrines as the ministerial office "created by the transfer of the spiritual priesthood of the believers, 1142 bhe invisibility of the true essence
of the Church and a non-millenialistic eschatology were "open ques-·
tions. 1143

The Iowa Synod did not regard differences on these as suffi-

cient to prevent church fellowship.

Missouri maintained that they were

not open questions and required full acceptance.
The Iowa Synod held that where agreement has been reached within
the church, it has been on the basis of decisions regarding specific
questions.

This led the Iowa Synod to require agreement only in the

"essentials," by which they intended not "only those which are fundamental
39Wolf, p. 209.
4 0George Fritsche~"What is Necessary For Church Union Among
Lutherans?" Lutheran Church Review, January 1903, p. 81.
41Herman Fritachel, Biography, p. 70.
42 Ibid., p. 71.

43wolf, p. 207.
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for the individual Christian," but "those which the church has defined

in its Confession."

In other words, "the symbols contain the sum of

doctrines on which doctrinal agreement is necessary. 1144

Iowa reempha-

sized in ninth thesis that this did "not refer to all the unessential or
incidentally mentioned doctrines in the confessions, but to all articles
of faith; these must be recognized as definitely defined by the church. 114S
Consistent with the Iowa Synod's position, Georg Fritschel interprets
agreement in the pure doctrine of the gospel as limited to "that which
she herself has professed as the correct interpretation of the divine
word over against error, which interpretation we have laid down in the
books of our confessions (Book of Concord). 11~fi

These essentials belonged

to the foundation of the faith and unity has-reference only to the foundation of faith.47

Neve believed that article seven of the Augustana it"

self made this distinction clear.

That one must agree on the gospel

rightly taught and the sacraments rightly administered, refers to the
gospel in the narrow sense, the foundation of faith, and not a "special
system of theology. 11 48
Having established the. basis for fellowship, Iowa insisted that
a church body must uphold these essentials in both its public profession
and in its practice within the church.
44 Ibid., p. 209.

Sigmund Fritschel believed that
45rbid.

46George Fritschel, ''What is Necessary For Church Union Among
Lutherans'l 11 p. 81.
47Herman Fritschel, Biography, p. 84.
481eve, The Sbory and Significance of the Augsburg Confession,
p. 146.
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the purity of an ecclesiastical fellowship is determined "by the purity
of its public profession. 1149

In the same vein :George Pritschel insisted

there must be "full and unreserved acceptance of the pure doctrine of the
Word of God as it is proposed in the Lutheran Confessions. 1150 To this
extent, they sought better relations with the General Council which also
looked for fellowship on the basis of the confessions alone.51 What
prevented more movement towards each other was the apparent reluctance of
the General Council to bring its practice into harmony with its profession.

The Iowa Synod insisted, ~•the full agreement in faith and confes-

sions is a sufficient bond for the Church and its communion.

Whoever ..

accepts all the confessions and proves his sincere acceptance by believ~
ing, teaching and acting in accordance with them ••• ·be is a Lutheran.1152

In requiring a confessional practice, Iowa agreed with Missouri.

When other midwestern synods affiliated with the Synodical Conference in 1872, the Iowa·Synod refused to modify its position relative
to the "Four Points" which led Missouri to censure the Iowa Synod.

Iowa

continually maintained, however, that these differences did not need to
stand in the way of church fellowship.

As a result of their approach,

49sigmund Fritschel, "The Doctrinal Agreement Essential to Church
Unity," p. 80.
50George Fritschel, "What is Necessary For Church Union Among

Lutherans?" p. 75.
51see John Tietjen, "The General Council: The Way of Confessional
_Sub_scr~p_tion,.". Which Way to Lutheran Unity? A History of the Efforts
to Unite the Lutherans of America (St. Louis: Clayton Publishing Rouse,
1966), pp. 39-58.
52George Fritscbel, "What is Necessary For Church Union Among
Lutherans?" p. 76.
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Iowa, even though it was composed of recent German :Jmrnigrants and had

many things in coDDDOn with Missouri, among them nationality and language,
found itself isolated.

It endured a lonely existence among the German

Lutheran bodies :In the west. 53

Thus, for the first twenty-five years of

existence, the Iowa Synod stood apart from other Lutherans in the United
States.
Not until the outbreak of the predestinarian controversy within
the Synodical Confe~ence did allegiances begin to shift in the direction
of Iowa.

When the controversy erupted in the public arena, Iowa imme-

diately joined in and charged Missouri with fundamental errors in the
faith.

The Joint Synod of Ohio recognized that Iowa stood on the same

side with them.54

In 1886, the two synods took part in several collo-·

quiums in order to further determine if they might regard each other as
orthodox bodies.

In 1893, representatives from the Ohio Synod and the

Iowa Synod met in Michigan City, Indiana, and drew up ·the ''Miclii;gan City
Theses" which were intended to lead to altar and pulpit fellowship.
Though neither body officially approved them, they provided the groundwork for future negotiations as the relations between the synods steadily
improved.

Years of work finally bro~ght them together with the formation

of the American Lutheran Church in 1930.
Though a remarkable degree of agreement existed between the two
bodies regarding the Scriptures, the confessions, and prerequisites for
church fellowsh~p, a number of differences remained in the area of their
53wolf, p. 207.
54Bugene R. Fevold, "Coming of Age, 1875-1900," in The Lutherans
in North America, E. Clifford Nelson, ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1975, rev. ed. 1980), p. 347.
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respective approach towards doctrine.

"Ohio's approach was systematic

and dogmatic, Iowa's more historical and less insistent on a unified doctrinal s1stem. 1155 This is evident in the writings of Mattliias-.boy: who
combined elements and emphases of both the General Council .and the Missouri Synod in his confessional stance.

With the General Council he

stressed the confessions as the result of an inner and outer necessity.
The inner necessity was the faith within a Christian which cannot help
but confess what it believes.56
tions of God's Word.

The outer necessity resulted from distor-

Be described the confessions primarily as "banners"

whose purpose is to rally and unite all those who share a common faith
and to distinguish and separate all those of a different faith. 57 With
Missouri, be emphasized that the confessions form the basis of unity not
in a few fundamentals, but in all the evangelical doctrines. In the Augsburg Confession, he points out, the reformation church would "yield no
article of her evangelical faith to conciliate Romanists or Zwinglians. 1158
Histories of the Confessions
The majority of scholary studies by the representatives of the
55 Ibid., p. 348.
5 ~tthias Loy, "The Cry Against Creeds," Columbus Theological

Magazine 3 (August 1883):205.
57Matthias Loy, "The Augsburg Confession the Banner of the

Church," Columbus Theological Magazine 26 (August 1906):151-53, 157, 161.
"The Use of Creeds," Columbus Theological Magazine 3 (February 1883):63.
These writings espouse a position more familiar to and more in line with
the Missouri Synod and demonstrate that in spite of improving relations
between Iowa and Ohio, differences with regard to confessional approach
continued to persist.
58&tthias Loy, "The Augsburg Confession the Banner of the Church,"
p. 181.
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historical approach appeared during the first quarter of the twentieth
century and reflect a refined and modified historical attitude.

Loy,

Neve, and Reu, concentrated their efforts on explicating the history of
the Augsburg Confession, while George Fritschel specialized in the history of the Formula of Concord.

Overall, they present a well-balanced

approach to the history of the confessions by emphasizing the political,
doctrinal, ecclesiastical and compositional history surrounding the preparation of the Lutheran Confessions.

One can sense a shift in their

emphasis upon the nature of confessions, however, as they stress that the
Lutheran ConfeBBions grew out of the "experience" of the church.

The re-

presentatives of the historical approach begin to stress the "act of
confession" made by the princes' stance at Augsburg and by their adoption

,

of the Formula of Concord at Bergen Abbey.
Their historical emphasis is clearly apparent in their historical
introductions and expositions of the confessions.

More than the men of

the other approaches, these leaders attempted to probe and analyze each
word and phrase in order to arrive at its historical meaning and significance.

For instance, Neve attempts to point out the historical origin

for each phrase within the confession, where it came from, to whom is it
a response, when was it inserted, and so forth.

Fritschel in his history

performs much the same task as he breaks down each article of the Formula
and demonstrates whether it was the work of Andreae, Chemnitz, or
Selneccer, at which point in the development was it adopted and why,
and whom or which false teaching it addresses?
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The Augsburg Confession
Beginning in 1911 and extending to 1930, Neve published a number
of histories of the Augsburg Confession.

At a time when the General Synod

was moving toward a greater appreciation of all the symbolical writings
of the Book of Concord, Neve wrote "Are We Justified in Distinguishing
Between an altered and unaltered Augsburg Confession? 1159 in order to remind them that they must move away from the Melanchthonian theology of ':
the past.

For the :Laity, Neve published, in 1914, The Augsburg Confession,

A Brief Review of Its History and An Interpretation of its Doctrinal Articles· with Introductory Discussions on .c onfessional Questiona,60 while
in 1926 he 1mote an,1Introduction to The Symbolical Books of the Lutheran

Church. 61 Neve focused on the Augsburg Confession, especially its doctrines, while George Fritschel provided outlines of the remaining symbolical books.

Neve's portion on the Augsburg Confession in Introduction to.

the Symbolical Books was reprinted in 1927 as A Guide to the Augsburg Confession~

Its History and Its Theology.62

For the commemorat1on·bf"the
·- -

59Neve, "Are We Justified in Distinguishing Between an altered
and Unaltered Augsburg Confession?" Lutheran Church Review 30 (January
1911):137-61.
6
~Neve, The Augsburg Confession, A Brief Review of Its History
and An Interpretation of Its Doctrinal Articles with Introductory Discussion on Confessional Questions (Philadelphia: The Lutheran Publication
Society, 1914).
61Neve, The Symbolical Books of the Lutheran Church (Columbus,
OH: Lutheran Book Concern, 1926).
62Neve, A Guide to the Augsburg Confession: Its History and Its
Theology (Columbus, OH: Lutheran Book Concern, 1927), 266 pages.
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quadricentennial of the Augsburg Confession, he wrote, The Story and
Significance of the Augsburg Confession on Its Four Hundredth Anniversary,63 in which he sought to demonstrate the Augustana's value for
Lutherans in the twentieth century.
From within the Iowa Synod, the greatest contribution came in
The Augsburg Confession:

A ·C ollection of Sources with an Historical

Introduction~4 in which Michael Reu sought to provide the most complete
source book available in the English language for the int·e rpretation of
the Augsburg Confession together with a history of the confession embodying these sources.

Though his work does not properly fit within the

mold of the historical approach, Loy's The Augsburg Confession65 is ineluded since at the time of its writing, Ohio stood closer to Iowa than
to Missouri.

Loy addressed this massive, rambling book to the Lutheran

laity for the purpose of helping them to understand the faith and character of the Evangelical Lutheran Church.

To that end he included the

history of the Augsburg Confession, the confessional principle and subscription to the confessions, and then, an explanation of the doctrinal
articles.
63Neve, The Story and Significance of the Augsburg Confession on
Its Four Hundredth Anniversary (Burlington, IA: Lutheran Literary Board,
1930), 152 pages.
64Michael Reu, The Augsburg Confession: A Collection of Sources
With An Historical Introduction (Chicago: Wartburg Publishing House, 1930;
reprinted in Concordia Heritage Series, St. Louis: Concordia Publishing
Bouse, 1983).
65Matthias Loy, The Augsburg Confession (Columbus, OH: Lutheran
Book Concern, 1908), 690 pages.
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Political History of the Augsb~rg
Confession
Neve e,camines the political circumstances surrounding the presentation of the Augsburg Confession and the attempts of the Emperor and
the Pope from the Diet of Worms of 1521 until the Diet of Augsburg in
1530 to halt the spread of Lutheranism.

He argues that the Emperor was

hindered in his attempts to carry out the edict of Worms during the first
part of the decade due to his war with Philip, the King of France, and to
his problems with the pope.
to spread.

These distractions enabled the Reformation

Towards the end of the decade, ''having gained free hands he

[the l!mperor] is now bent upon either bringing the Lutherans back again
to the Church or to crush the cause of the Reformation. 1166

The Diet of

Speyer in 1529 could have heant the death-knell for Lutherans.

But the

Emperor was unable to act because he needed the support of the German
princes to meet the Turkish.

The Diet of Augsburg was called primarily

to deal with that question.

However, the Lutherans successfully maneu-

vered to schedule the discussion of religious questions before those
concerning the Turkish threat.
Within this political context, Neve considers the Augsburg Confession and the preparatory documents leading to its composition as primarily political documents.

For instance, he notes that the Schwabach

Articles had a political purpose, the hope that an alliance of German
Protestant forces could be formed against the Emperor.

The Augsburg

Confession itself was viewed as a political document until the end of
66Juergen Neve, The Augsburg Confession, p. 38.
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the Thirty Years War in 1648, after which its political significance
diminished since the Peace treaty of Osnabrueck recognized the principle
of freedom of conscience in religious matters.

The original intention

of the Augsburg Confession, Neve held, was not to create a creed which
would bind pastors and churches, but that the "Confession was simply
intended as a document by which the Lutherans wanted to give account of
their doctrinal position before the Emperor and the Estates of Germany. 11 67
Neve emphasized the political nature of the document by pointing out that
it was the princes who signed the Confession, not theologians.

Never-

theless, the essential principles of the Reformation bad been so clearly
expressed, that it became a confessional document as well.
Like Neve, Reu stresses the wi4er historical conte.Ht of the
Augsburg Confession rather than narrowly focusing on the actual development of the confession or upon Luther and Melanchthon.

In his account of

the Augsburg Confession the theologians are relegat-e d to the background
while the princes and laymen along with the political circumstances of
the day are placed in the foreg1'ound.l, ·:Reu begins his history with the
second Diet of Speyer and examines the events•:-jw hich lead to the preparation of the Augsburg Confession against the backdrop of attempts by the
evangelical princes to present a united front to the emperor and pope.
Reu organizes the political history leading to the Formula of Concord
around the foci of BUENDNIS AND BBICENNTNIS, federation and confession •.
In the period following the Diet of Speyer in 1529, Reu identifies three
stages through which the princes proceeded as they sought to form a defensive alliance.

In the first phase the princes attempted to form a
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political federation of Protestant forces which subsequently disintegrated during the second period.

In the third phase, the princes re-

linquished the hope of creating a political federation in favor of one
based upon a common confessional position. 68

Reu believed Ferdinand primarily was responsible for the decision
taken at the Diet of Speyer in 1529 which revoked the decision of the
diet made two years earlier.

The grounds upon which the princes made

their protest against the decision of the second Diet of Speyer were twofold:

the first was constitutional, they insisted that the majority can-

not set aside an earlier unanimous decision; the second was religious,
they maintained that the Word of God alone can decide matters of faith.6 9
The unfavorable decision of this diet generated interest in the formation ·o f a political federation.

Reu also held that Ferdinand commis-

sioned John Eck to write the 404 Articles against the Lutherans which
appear£d early in 1S30.
Reu adduces that the primary reasons why the princes failed in
their attempt to form a political federatlon is due ~o political differences and especially differences in theology, the most significant
of which were differences concerning the doctrine of the Lord's Supper.
The Landgrave Philip of Hesse desired a union of all the Evangelical
states, including the Swiss, and pushed for a polttical federation despite
their theological differences.

Luther, however, condemned Zwingli's

views as emptying the sacrament of its contents,"and as in sharpest contrast to his fundamental views regarding the divine and human, the

68Ibid., p. 3.

69 Ibid., p. 7 •
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eternal and temporal. 11 70

In a letter to the Elector on May twenty-

second, he enunciated the principle "no federation without confessional
unity."

This made an impression upon the .E l:ector. 71 Within a few months,

the Margrave also dema·n ded the a.doption of a common confession as preliminary to any political federation.

The Landgrave also was won over.

The Margrave would have liked to include a uniform church order, but did
not obtain agreement on this point.

As the Speyer union broke up over ··.

the requirement of uniting on the basis of a common faith and confession
the Zwinglian, Swiss and South German cities were not involved in the
discussion of the Lutheran princes.
After they had received their s, 1mocQns from the emperor to attend the imperial diet at Augsburg, the Electoral party of Saxony made
two mistakes according to Reu.

First, they mistook the intentions of

the emperor by thinking that they could win him over or convince him of
the truth of their doctrine.

Secondly, they wanted to stand alone and

thereby showed little concern for the welfare of the other Lutheran territories.72

Reu holds that the Elector's insistence on standing alone

almost proved to be his undoing.

The first misconception was destroyed

with the publication of Eeks' 404 theses.

The second was removed by

June 15, 1530, after several important events had taken place, including
the courageous stand taken by the other Lutheran princes.
When the Emperor finally arrived in Augsburg, he hoped to gain
the upper band by giving the Lutherans little time to organize.
have worked bad it not been for the Elector's fellow princes.
70aeu, Augsburg Confession, p. 10.
71 Ibid., p. 18.

72 Ibid., pp. 75-76.
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his arrival, the Emperor invited "the Elector, George of Brandenburg,
the Landgrave Philip, the Prince of Anhalt and the Duke of Lueneburg to
follow-.m lminto his private apartments. 1173

The Emperor repeated his earlier

demand that no evangelical preaching was to be allowed and that they must
join in the Corpus Christi procession the following day.

Reu records the

response of the Margrave, "before I let any one take from me the Word of
God and ask me to deny my God I will kneel and let them strike off my
head. 11 74

This, together with the stand taken by the Landgrave, must have

shown the Elector "the value of confederates.

It also must have shown

him how wise it had been to drop his solitary stand and permit other
estates to join his proposed confession. 117 5
Reu continued to focus his attention upon the confessional acts
of the princes, as oppQsed to those of Melanchthon and the theologians,
even after the presentation of the Augsburg Confession.
honestly try to abide by the terms of his surnrnous:

The emperor "did

to judge all demands

in an impartial way; that he himself acknowledged the existence of abuses

and desired their abolition."

But he intended to keep the final decision

firmly in his hands and to defend the doctrines of the church, if necessary, with "the·:power of arms. 1176
tant side was growing.

Nevertheless, opposition on the Protes-

The presentation of other confessions at Augs-

burg all suggested that the Emperor had to use persuasion and cunning
instead of force.77
To that end, he ordered the Catholics to respond to the Lutherana'
confession.

The first Responsio was intended to produce in the emperor

73 Ibid.,

P•

92.

76Ibid., p. 117.

74 Ibid., p. 93.

75 I1iid., p. 95.

77 Ibid., p. 123.
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a hostility towards the Lutherans and it urged him to destroy them.

The

first effort was recognized by the Emperor as useless add too lengthy,
covering over 351 pages.

The matter was placed into the hands of Eck.

Eck recast this Responsio into a Confutation.

The main difference be-

tween them, aside from their length is that the former was primarily a
theological response, the latter was to form the basis of the Emperor's
direct answer to the Lutherans.

By this, according to Reu, the Emperor

forfeited his position as a mediator.

He was pleased, however, that the

Confutation did note that there were many points on which the two sides
did agree.78
The Emperor then ordered the Lutherans and Catholics to conduct
further negotiations for which he appointed committees.

Reu felt that

the long negotiating sessions finally wore down Helanchthon so that
agreement was reached on nearly all of the significant points.

Fortuna-

ately, Reu observed, the Lutheran estates "were more firm than the author
of their Confession. 1179

In a letter to the Emperor dated July twenty-

first, the Elector stressed that in the matter of the Confession, "he had
not merely repeated what his theologians had told him but he, himself,
had come to the conclusion that Rome's doctrines are not based on the
Word of God. 118 0 Neve pointed out that the negotiations did have one
important salutary effect upon Melanchthon.

It made him recognize more

clearly the points between the Lutherans and Catholics so that he could
write the Apology with "clarity and strength. 1181
78tbid., p. 126.

79 Ibid., p. 128.

BOibid., P• 128.

81Neve, Story and Significance of the Augsburg Confession, p. 78.
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Literary History of the Augsburg Confession
One of the primary purposes of Reu's book was to provide the
English speaking Lutheran church with all of the documents necessary
for a proper appreciation and understanding of the Augsburg Confession.
Most important for understanding the specific docttinal statements within
the Augustana, especially the antitheses, are Eck's 404 articles.

Reu

r.e garded them as "the result of Ferdinand's attempt to bring about the
final ruin of the Evangelicals, although they were only the fruit of
this action. 1182 Be identified two important points with regard to those
articles.

First, they did not distinguish the Lutherans from the Sacra-

mentarians, Anabaptists and others.

Secondly, they associated the Lu-

therans with many of the ancient heretics.

Eck, Reu maintained, was not

satisfied to see his enemies unmasked, he "d

ds that they be punished,

yes, even destreyed. 118 3 These 404 Theses so affected the emperor that
he was determined to hear everyone's opinion, in accordance with his summons, but in "private. 1184

He also was determined to use the Edict of

Worms against all those who refused to submit to his judgment.
It was Eck's 404 Articles more than any other document that forced
the Lutherans to include doctrinal articles in what they originally intended as an Apology.

Now they needed a statement

which would on the one hand make clear the connection of the Lutheran
church with the old faith and the doctrines accepted at the ancient
general synods, and on the other hand would most emphatically stress
the differenc3s between them and the Sacramentarians, Anabaptists
and fanatics. 5
82 Reu, Augsburg Confession, p. 58.

83 Ibid., p. 62.

84 Ibid., p. 81.

BSibid., p. 63.
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Reu traced the documents leading to the doctrinal portion of the Augsburg Confession back to Luther's Great Confession of 1528.

In addition,

he also included the Schwabach Articles which had been designed to define
the differences between the Lutherans and Sacramentarians.

Reu argued

that Luther must not be regarded as their sole author, since in a letter he declared that he only helped in its formulation.
Melanchthon and Justus Jonas probably also assisted.

Reu believed that

In all likelihood,

it was begun in July 1529 with the major part written by Melanchthon.86
In order to understand the articles on abuses included in the second half
of the Augsburg Confession, Reu included the Torgau Articles which had
been composed as the original Apologia and also the "Instruction for the
Vistors" since there was "no other document that so clearly portrays the
contemporary church regulations of the Electorate of Saxony to which there
is such frequent reference in the Confession itself. 1187
With regard to the drafts themselves, Reu placed side by side the
four major recensions of the Augsburg Confession and pointed out the
changes which took place from one draft to another.

Reu examined in de-

tail the development of the doctrine between May 31 and June 15, and notes
that the tenth article went surprisingly far "in meeting Rome's official
terminology. 1188

The presence of the Landgrave prompted Melanchthon to

avoid direct attack against the Sacramentarians unless absolutely necessary--as in article ten.

Negotiations Melanchthon carried on with the ·

imperial representatives managed to reduce the points of difference to
"the marriage of priests, both forms of the Sacrament, the mass, and the
86

Ibid., p. 31.

81Ibid., p. iv.

88 Iliid., p. 87.
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property of the church."89

Reu felt that on the basis of the evidence,

the princes agreed to Melanchthon's four points and must have been told
of them on the eighteenth of June.
to reach agreement on preaching.

Why did they agree?

One reason was

But, more than that, like Melanchthon

they "were convinced that their doctrines were in harmony with those of
the church which were valid according to the testimony of the recognized
Fathers. 1190
fault.

It may have been a lack of judgment, but not a character

It was not so much a fear of the emperor which prompted Melanch-

thon to negotiate as it was a fear "that the unity of the Church would be
disrupted and they would be considered outcasts.n9l
face of the Augµstana as a masterpiece.

Reu regards the pre-

"It removed the Confession from

the realm of credulous theory to the solid ground of reality."

It esta-

blished a "splendid legal argument for the presentation of the Confession."92

Finally, on June twenty"'"one, the Elector demanded the negotia-

tions
Neve also had examined the various editions of the Augsburg Confession in order to ascertain when the distinction arose beween an Unaltered and Altered Augsburg Confession.

For many years, the debate within

the General Synod dealt with the extent to which one must subscribe the
Augsburg Confession.

During the first half of the nineteenth century the

party which was led by S. s. Schmuck.er and which advocated an "American
Lutheranism," had the upper hand.

But, by the turn of the century,

another more conservative element began to exercise influence and
89 Ibid., p. 96.

90ibid., p. 101.

91 Ibid., p. 103.

92 Ibid., p. 107
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ultimately gained contro1.9 3 The General Synod eventually adopted the
entire Unaltered Augsburg Confession.

In "Are We Justified in Distin-

guishing Betveea. an Altered and an Unaltered Augstana as the Confession
of the Lutheran Church!" Neve set forth the significance of the General Syn~d's allegiance to the Unaltered Augburg Confession in its Hagerstown
and Richmond Resolutions.

The distinction primarily meant, not that one

subscribed to the Unaltered Augsburg Confession in opposition to the
"document of the Variata," but to the Melanchthonian theology behind the
Variata, a
theology which labored to bridge over the difference between Lutheranism .and Calvinism and which in its representation of a later age
has paved the way for a movement (the Union of 1817) that aims to
unite Lutheran and Reformed churches by treating their doctrinal distinction, especially regarding the Lord's Supper, as a matter of
indifference, and which in the doctrine of Free Will sacfificed es•.sential elements of the sola gratia theology of Luther. 9
By accepting the Unaltered Augsburg Confession the General Synod declared
itself genuinely Lutheran and repudiated Cryp_to-Calvinism and Synergism.
The Role of Melanchthon From Augsburg
Until His Death
Melanchthon's actions are interpreted by the scholars of the General Synod in light of his role as a theologian and a diplomat.

While .

not sparing him due criticism, Neve takes a mild, more even handed position toward Melanchthon than Friedrich Bente.

Neve points out that

it must not be assumed that Melanchthon already deviated from Luther's
93see Carl Mauelshagen, American Lutheranism Surrenders to Forces
of Conservatism (Athens, GA: University of Georgia, Division of Publication, 1936).
94Juergen L. Neve, "Are We Justified in Distinguishing Between .:
an Altered and an Unaltered Augustana as the Confession of the Lutheran
Church?" Lutheran Church Review 30 (January 1911), p. 160, fn. 67.
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doctrine at Augsburg.

On

the contrary, it was Melanchthon who stood

'8ecidedly opposed" to the Zwinglians and Philip of Hesse, bol:h of whom
desired to see the words,"improbant secus docentes" omitted.

But Melanch-

thon refused and this led the Swiss to present their own confession.

In

fact, Melanchthon demonstrated a marked aversion to the.Swiss teaching
already at Marburg the previous year when he called the doct~ines·of
Zwingli "dogma.ta intolerabilia."

At the same time, Neve believed that

Melanchthon's stand at Augsburg must not be attributed solely to his desire to distance the Lutherans from the extremists and bring about reconciliation with Rome.
convictions."

His attitude at this time expressed "his inmost

He still remained completely under the influence of

Luther.9 5
What then led to his later changes in the Augsburg Confession and
in the Lutheran doctrine?

gradual change.

By 1537 Melanchthon's views had undergone a

Not that he adopted another doctrine, but that he lost

the appreciation of the essential difference between Luther and his op96
ponents."
He insists that the cause for Melanchthon's later deviations
was not due to a11::1.n11entional effort to change Luther's doctrine, but to
a "growing attitude of indifferentism as to the distinguishing element
between Luther and Calv1n. 119 7 Neve attributes this in part to the changing circumstances.

R~conciliation with Rome was no longer possible.

Melanchthon, therefore, turned to the other evangelicals.

Here his "dip-

lomatic trait" took over and led him to embrace the hope of uniting all
Protestants on the basis of a milder form of Lutheranism.
95

Ibid., p. 144.

9 6 rbid., p.

144.

97tbid., p. 146.
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Especially in the Lor.d's Supper Melanchthon discovered that
Bucer's interpretation had its supporters in the early church, and later
felt that nothing essential was sacrificed in Calvin's spiritual presence.

Neve emphasizes that Melanchthon did not necessarily reject the

Lutheran doctrine, "but he loses appreciation of the difference. 1198 He
perceived a way in which union might be achieved without sacrificing the
Lutheran doctrine of the Lord's Supper.

By the time of the Variata, one

finds
The unconscious, embryonic beginnings of a theology which in the soon
following Crypto-Calvinistic troubles became the fermenting element
and which in a following age received a temporary expression in Syncretism, and finaliJ permanently embodied in the Prussian Union established in 1817.
[sic]
While the changes appeared to be insignificant, the Crypto-Calvinists
made the Variata their shibboleth by which they interpreted the Augustana.
George Fritschel mentions that in the negotiations over the Augsburg and Leipzig Interims, Melanchthon made Carlowitz, an old enemy of
Luther, his confessor, to whom he revealed his innermost secret--"his
love of bargaining, his wealmess for compromise, his cowardice in the
hour of danger. 11100

Carlowitz exploited these so that Melanchthon's

principle became "save as much as you can. 11101
Melanchthon's policy were numerous.

The consequences of

1) It created division, 2) inner dis-

harmony produced suspicion; 3) these suspicions produced wrangling with
words; 4) the orthodox party drove others into deeper errors due to lack
98Ibid., p. 145.

99 Ibid., pp. 145, 146.

lOOGeorge J. Fritschel, The Formula of Concord. Its Origin and
Contents, A Contribution to Symbolics (Philadelphia: Lutheran Publication Society, 1916), p. 43.
101Ibid., p. 45.
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of love; 5) bitter and spiteful attitudes developed; and 6) the resultant
internal struggles weakened Lutheranism. 102
Like Neve, Fritschel did not regard the differences between Luther and Melanchthon as differences in doctrine but as differences in formal
principles.

Much more than Luther, Melanchthon was a traditionalist, a

philosophical speculator, and an ecclesiastical politician.

These traits

already_ appeared in the Augsburg Confession, both in the form and selection of the articles but not in its doctrine.

At Augsburg Melanchthon at-

tempted to frame the presentation of Lutheran doctrine so as to conform
as much as possible to the Roman formulations.

Melanchthon seems to have

desired first maintaining union with Rome and, when that faile~, then
establishing it with the Reformed. 103

But, by seeking that, he removed

somewhat the distinctive elements of Luther's thought from the Augsburg
Confession.
Nevertheless, Fritsche! maintains with Neve that Melanchthon never
intended to change the doctrinal or theological position of the Lutheran
Church.

Again, unlike Bente, Fritschel rejects the notion that Melanch-

thon ever became a Calvinist or an overt synergist.

He notes that

Melanchthon himself declared that he was on the side of Luther to the
end.

With regard to the doctrine of Freedom of the Wili.it was due to

Melanchthon's love

for traditional phraseology which resulted in the am-

biguity of his formulations which were subsequently misunderstood and misinterpreted by his later, less than Lutheran, pupils.

Those students

"abandoned the doctrine of Luther defended by him so energetically against
Erasmus and which had been formulated so splendidly by Melanchthon in
102 Ibid., PP• 52-53.

l83tbid., p. 39.
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the sine and cum of the second article at Augsburg. 11104
Ftttschel does admit, however, that Melanchthon never came to
full cleamess or lasting conviction in the conception of the doctrine
of the Lord's Supper.
half way.

Re continually attempted to meet his friends

Fritachel argues that when Melanchthon formulated the Augs-

burg Confession, he was still in complete accord with Luther.

The es-

sential modification that his view underwent was not that he denied the
real presence but that he abandoned the manducatio indignorum.
death of Luther came "the great catastrophe and crisis."

With the

The overriding

question was, "Who would succeed Luther as the intellectual and moral
leader of the Lutherans?"lOS Melanchthon tried and failed and this,
"after a generation, brought the Church to the verge of shipwreck. 11106
Fritschel refers to the doctrinal history between 1546-1576 as "a history
of Melanchthonian concessions and the necessary reaction against his twofold endeavors to reach a union by compromising the Church of the Reformation.11107

More than Melanchthon, it was his pupils who drew extreme

conclusions from the doctrine of their preceptor which resulted in numerous theological controversies.

Only during the last quarter of the

sixteenth century was there a recovery of distinctively Lutheran teachings
l04George Fritachel, "Luther and the Formula of Concord,"
p. 210.
lOSFtitschel, The Formula of Concord, p. 17.
106Ibid., pp. 39, 40.
107Ibid., pp. 40-41.
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and, in the Formula of Concord, the church returned to her original
foundation.
Histories of the Formula of Concord
George Fritschel's major contribution to the literature of the
Lutheran Confessions was a well-balanced and well-rounded book, The Formula of Concord:

Its Origin and Contents, A .C ontribution to Symbolics.

Fritschel intended his book to serve as an historical supplement for his
lectures on the Formula of Concord in which he concentrated on the theology of the Confessions.

The first half of. his book, 122 pages, is de-

voted to the disintegration of harmony among Lutherans, the parties involved, and the attempts to resolve the conflicts.

In second half of

the book, 95 pages, Fritschel presented the specif~c doctrinal controversies together with an outline of each article of the Solid Declaration

of the Formula of Concord.
In his account of the history prior to the Formula of Concord,
George Fritschel presents a balanced approach to the political, doctrinal,
and compositional history of the Formula of Concord.

One of his most

valuable contributions is his examination of its compositional history.
Among the sources he examines are Andreae's Five Theses, Six Sermons, and
notes the Swabian Concord, the Swabian-Saxon Concord, the Maulbronn Formula, the Torgau Formula and finally the Formula of Concord.

For each

article of the Formula he seeks to trace the change and development of
the confession by pointing out the origin and .significance of each phrase
and whether it came from the hand of Chemnitz, Andreae, Selneccer, or
from another source.

Political Problems for Lutherans
George .Fritsche! first discusses the political history and outlines three distinct periods in the strategy of Charles in his dealings
with the Lutherans.

In the first period, from 1520-1529, Charles had

little choice but to ignore the Lutherans due to political constraints.
In the next period, from 1530-1545, Charles attempted to defeat the Lu~·
therans by means of compromise and negotiations.
anism continued to spread.

These failed and Luther~

By this time Rome had become less patient and

had .determined to extirpate the Lutheran heresy completely and permanently.

Thus, in the third period of his activity, from 1546 until his

abdication, Charles resorted to the use of force.

He had recently con-

cluded a peace with Francis, had paid tribute to the Turks and finally
was in a position to throw all of his weight against the Protestants.
In order to reach his goals Charles developed two plans.
he intended to restore the religious unity of empire by force.
he intended to crush the political power of the princes.

First,
Secondly,

Through the

Smalcald War, Charles, with the aid of Maurice of Saxony's defection,
managed to crush the power of the princes which opened the way for him
to restore the unity of the church.

Through the publication of the

Augsburg Interim, Charles attempted to bring the Lutherans gradually back
into the fold of the church.

Its reception however, was a "dismal fail-

ure" and did enormous harm to the church and was met with a universal
passive resistance.
Fritschel identifies three reasons for its failure.
this time, opposed any compromise with the Lutherans.

The pope, at

Secondly, Charles'

brother, Ferdinand, and the Duke of Bavaria did not like the Emperor's
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plan of succession.

Finally, Maurice of Saxony betrayed the Emperor

after having proposed a compromise measure known as the Leipzig Interim
which not only made him a traitor to his own party but a traitor in matters of faith.

The protest of Flacius and others concerning the Leipzig

Interim aroused public consciousness to such a degree "that it drove
Maurice onward on his way of revolt. 11108 Maurice turned against the
emperor catching and defeating Charles by surprise when he marched into
Augsburg on April 5, 15S2.

From his victory the Lutheran princes and

territories gained the Treaty of Passau in 1552, and, three years later,
the Peace of Augsburg.

The latter legally recognized Catholic and

Lutherans as possessing legal rights and stature and granted that each
prince was free to govern religious matters in his territory.
concludes that Charles' policy had failed in every respect.

Fritschel
Lutheranism

continued to grow so that by 1570, seven-tenths of the German empire was
Lutheran.
Doctrinal History: Lutheranism Divided
into Three Parties
When examining the peculiar causes which necessitated the preparation of the Formula of Concord, George Fritschel places the blame in
part on both parties, the Philippists and the Gnesio-Lutherans.

He seems

to feel that the overriding cause for many of the doctrinal controversies
was the insistence of both sides to cling to certain pet phrases more than
to the substance of the doctrines in dispute.

This tendency, which con-

tinued through the era of Lutheran orthodoxy, can be attributed largely
108George Fritschel, The Formula of Concord, p. 31.
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to the influence of Melanchthon.
phrases:

The problem was not doctrine, but

"he [Melanchthon] contended, however, not for the facts (as

Luther), but for the phrases. 11109

Both sides, following the lead of

Melanchthon, developed what Fritschel calls a "phraseological theology. 11110

In the end both parties fought for the phraseology or terminology of .
either Melanchthon or Luther.
One of the differences between Melanchthon and the later PhilJppists was that the former "desired to extend the hand of fellowship
across the dividing line" while the latter knowing and willingly went
one step further, they "stepped beyond the dividng line. 11111 The
principle difficulty with the Philippists is that they defended the "scholastic phrases" of Melanchthon without understnading his exact meaning
and thereby developed errors in doctrine that Melanchthon had not
taught.

Secondly, they developed a policy of compromise.

Their posi-

tion, known as ''Melanchthonianism," emerged between 1546 and 1574 as a
separate type of Lutheranism with the result that it brought the Lutheran Church to the brink of destruction. 112
The one man in Wittenberg who saw clearly what was happening in
the Interims was Matthias Flacius.

He espoused the principle, "no con-

cessions" in matters of confession.113

Flacius was correct with his

stance toward the Interim; Melanchthon erred in his.
became the new leader of the orthodox Lutherans.

As a

result, Flacius

George Fritschel

acknowledges that during the Synergistic controversy Flacius was correct
in defending a principle, but he was wrong in defending a scholastic

l0 9Ibid., pp. 50-51.
112Ibid., p. 208.

110Ibid., p. 56.
113Ibid., p. 47.

111Ibid., p. 52 •
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phrase.

The 1!reil heresy" consisted in "trying to make the world speak

and define as he speaks and defines, instead of speaking as the rest of
mankind speaks. 1111~
Consequently, Flacius soon turned into a "traditionalist" and a
dogmatism developed among the Gnesio-Lutherans which laid more stress
upon "confessional purity than Scriptural correctness."
came "pure Lutheran doctrine. nllS

The slogan be-

Fritsche! held '!that Melanchthon had

taught theFlactanistathat purity of doctrine consists in the retention
of the doctrine as formulated by orthodox teachers. 11116

Soon they de-

veloped and defended their own pet phrases with a fanatical spirit that
"blinded them to the importance of deepening and increasing insight into
evangelical truths. 11117

Fritschel points out that this happened more

with the followers of Flacius than with Flacius himself.

Though the

Gnesio-Lutherans contended for the right doctrine, their fatal mistake,
like the Philippists, lay in the insistence upon correct phraseology.
The mediating party which finally authored the Formula of Concord
and was not directly involved in the controversies, Fritchel calls "the

Lutheran Melanchthonians. 11118

They bad studied under both Luther and

Melanchthon and sought to retain the "conmon teaching of both, without
the craze for scholastic phrases and the hankering after compromise. 11119
With Luther they "demanded absolute agreement in the explicit doctrines
of salvation as the bond uniting the Christians; with Melanchthon they
tried to unite all that held these truths by means of the best possible

114Ibid., p. 135.

115Ibid., p. S5.

116Ibid., p. 55.

117Ibid., p. 55.

118Ibid., p. 58.

119tbid., p. 58.
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definifionsand presentatinns nl20
George Fritschel lists a number of areas in which they stood with
Luther.

Among them are:

1) doctrine is a product of God's Word; 2) doc-

trine is a matter of the church, not individual teachers; 3) doctrine
must be taken from the Scriptures regardless of whether the ancient
Church "knew and approved of it or not;" 4) exegetical proof stands above
tradition (hence the best exegetes are found among these middle men);
5) "they make a distinction between fundamental and non-fundamental doctrines;" 6) they distinguish between "faith and dogmatics; between creed
and its scientific presentation;" 7) they continued the work of "original
investigations in the Scriptures;" 8) they opposed compromise of doctrine;
and finally, 9) they opposed ambiguous formulas. 121 From Melanchthon they
inherited the appreciation that the doctrine of the church must be "formulated and constructed scientifically" for ecclesiastical use.

Correct

definitions are important and doctrinal constructions must emphasize historical continuity where possible.

Thus, the mediating party represented

by Andreae and Chemnitz combined the most significant characteristics of
their teachers.
The Formula of Concord Reflected these:
Concerns
George Fritschel recounts in detail the efforts undertaken by
both individual princes and theologians to ~estore unity within the Lu~
theran church.

Among the princes he mentions Duke Christopher and Elector

Frederick who sought to unite all of the parties at two separate
12 0lbid. , p. 61.

12lrbid., p. 60.
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assemblies, at Frankfurt in 1558, and at the Naumberg assembly of princes
in 1561.

He also refers to the personal efforts of Flacius and finally

the untiring work of Andreae.

In considering the Formula of Concord,

Fritsche! emphasizes that the document itself, though it was entirely
scriptural, was not yet confessional without confessors and confessing •
.
Thus, when the theologians presented the Bergen Book to princes on
May 28, 1577, it was nothing more than a report.
when the princes officially adopted it.

It became confessional

Fritsche! also adds that it did

not require all of the churches to subscribe to make it a confession.
He points out that the Religious Peace of Augsburg made the head of the
state, ex officio, "the representative of the Church. 11122

This is im-

portant when considering the legality of the Formula of Concord's adoption.

"The adoption of the document finished at Bergen by the rulers was

all that was necessary to make it a symbolical book.

The rejection by

a ruler was all that was required for its rejection. 11123
The historical significance and value of the Formula of Concord
is that it saved the church from destruction by the seemingly endless
schisms and controversies.

The question confronting the church after the

period of controversies was, which is the genuine Lutheran doctrine?

The

Formula of Concord decided that question for all time by placing the
church firmly upon the doctrine of Luther.

Fritschel points out that

in doctrine, the Formula of Concord must be regarded as much a confession
of Luther as was the Augsburg Confession.

The specific characteristics

of Luther adopted by the Formula of Concord is its formal principle and

122 Ibid., p. 117.

123 Ibid.
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its arrangement of articles.

Luther was practical scholar and approached

things a posteriori as opposed to Calvin who began with the eternal counsel of God.
Luther:

Hence, the Formula followed the order of articles used by

sin, conversion, justification, Law and Gospel, good works, the

Lord's Supper and Christology, with Election considered last.

"The

DOCTRINE presented in the Form of Concord is the doctrine of Luther over
against the doctrine of ultra-Lutherans and Philippists or CryptoCalvinists.11124
The authors of the Formula of Concord also prepared the way for
future theological labors based on historic Lutheran doctrine.

Accord-

ing to Fritschel, the Formula of Concord presents one of the three forms
of conclusion of doctrinal development of the Christian Church since the
days of the apostles. 12 5

In the period beginning with John Gerhard, "the

whole Lutheran theology was moulded by the Book of Concord.
this the Melanchthonian scholasticism became supreme.

In doing

The example of

Melanchthon led to a tradionalistic type of Lutheranism which became one
sided," that is, they set the traditional over against the exegetical. 126
The scholars who advocated the historical approach to the confessions provided a valuable service to the church by clarifying the history
of the confessions so that their doctrine could be better understood.
Unfortunately, with their emphasis upon the development of the confessions,
124rritschel, "Luther and the·.Form of Concord," p. 210.
125G. Fritschel, The Formula of Concord, p. 62.
126see Robert Preus, "The Influence of the Formula of Concord on
the Later Lutheran Orthodoxy," Discord, Dialog and Concord, Lewis W.
Spitz and Wenzel Lohff, eds. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977),
pp. 86-101.
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whether political or compositional, they unintentionally lost sight of
the most important aspect of the confession-its content.

They reminded

the church of what may often be neglected, that the confessions are the
result of confessing, acts of proclamation.

In this can be seen the his-

torical value and understanding of the confessions.

But it is in their

content which establishes their abiding and enduring value for the church.
Theology of the Lutheran Confessions
By viewing the confessions within the context of a specific historical context and as specific responses to historical questions, the
representatives of the historical approach did not intend to depreciate
the confessions or lessen their docttinal value for the church of the
twentieth century.

Through a strictly historical interpretation they

sought to uphold the doctrinal value of the Lutheran Confession purely
and completely.

The subordinate, purely incidental expressions and sub-

jects which do not belong to the organism of confessional doctrine and
which are not distinguished by the confessions themselves they did not
regard as confessionally binding.
We are deeply convinced of the necessity and importance of this distinction, without which a healthy, genuine churchly position on the
Symbols is not conceivable, and would be recognized and applied
directly for the guarantee of the.authority and significance of the
symbols. 127
On

the contrary, they maintained that there position preserved the signi-

ficance and meaning of the confessions and established the principles for
applying them in the life of the church.

While one holds to what is

127stegmund and Gottfried Fritschel, Iowa und Missouri, Eine
Verteidigung. p. 112.
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fundamental in the heritage of the church, one should "not refuse the
legitimate results of conservative and devout theological scholarship."128
In particular, they sought to address themselves to two primary
concerns.

The first was the search for union among Lutherans in the last

quarter of the nineteenth century, which gained momentum after the Civil
War.

This in turn led to increased fervor for what would become known

in the twentieth century as the ecumenical movement.

They viewed their

task as attempting to preserve the unique doctrinal identity bequeathed
to the church by the sixteenth century while demonstrating the catholicity
and ecumenicity of Lutheran theology.

The second challenge was the emer-

gence of higher criticism and its impact upon modern theological studies.
In this challenge they attempted to retain the heritage of the past while
not rejecting future discoveries.

Thus, already in the nineteenth cen-

tury, Grossmann rejected Scbmucker's position which, as it seemed to him,
"rejected light from the past," but also avoided Walther's position which
he felt "denied that there could be 'new light in later times. 11112 9
The Theology of the Confessions is Conservative
Since each historical situation or theological controversy may
give rise to a new understanding or development of doctrine, one may
ask as to whether there is a unity to the doctrine of the confessions and

Scripture or whether the doctrines are relatively isolated on account
128Neve, Story and Significance of the Augsburg Confession, p. 117.
129Tappert, "Symbols of the Church," p. 348.
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of the different occasions in which their formulations developed.

While

advocating the necessity of doctrinal development within the church,
Loehe insisted that such development must be organic, "that is statements
in the confessions might be elaborated or extended, but not contra-

130
dieted."
Like the representatives of the other approaches to the Lutheran Confessions, the representatives of the historical approach held
that the doctrines of the confessions must be treated as a unit and not
as separate entities.
is a unity.

Throughout, Neve emphasizes that Lutheran doctrine

With regard to the Augsburg Confession, "one point of

doctrine is an inseparable part of the whole doctrinal structure.

It

takes some study to see that. 11131 Neve held that the longer a person
studied the theology of the confessions, the more they will become convinced that "even the doctrines more remote from the centre are doctrines
of the Scriptures and that in our great Augsburg Confession they have 1,
been formulated in entire agreement with the central doctrine of justification;_tby faith. 11132

This is evident, according to Neve, that were one

to "read the whole Augsburg Confession even in a cursory way," they should
be impressed with the fact that "the leading principle in every direction
was to reform whatever tended to obscure the precious doctrine of justification by faith. 11133
Neve's principle emphasis however, unlike Missouri, was not on
considering the doctrines of the confessions as an organic doctrinal
130Tappert, Lutheran Confessional Theology. p. 13.
131Neve, 'Bhe Augsburg Confession, p. 16.
132tbid., p. 17.

l33rbid., p. 80.
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unit, but as an historical whole.

Be held that since all of the con-

fessions covered the religious problems of the same age they "must be
taken as a historical organism of Reformation truth. 11134 What he seems
to mean is that not only are the doctrines lln the Formula of Concord on
such articles as sin and justification in agreement with the Augsburg
Confession but that they are legitimate developments of the doctrine
presented in that confession.

Perhaps one of the results of such an ap-

proach is that the theology of the confessions is not synthesized and presented as a unity.
Such a position had direct consequences in the search for unity
within the church on the basis of pure doctrine.

Contrary to Missouri's

position, they held that purity of doctrine ~onstituted the goal towards
which the church strived.135
Absolu~e purity of doctrine, let us remember, is an ideal that has
not been reached by all Lutherans either. The Con£essions of our ::
Church are Scriptural, but to what extent have we succeeded in embracing their truth in all directions? It is th! goal for the development in many parts of the-:,Lutheran Church. 1 6
The Iowa Synod stressed in their confessional position of 1856, that they
committed themselves to "that tendency of the Lutheran church, which by
way of the symbols and the hand of the word of God, strives toward a
greater perfection of the Lutheran Church. 11137

....
\

This led the Iowa Synod

to allow various tendencies to exist within the church without disrupting
..

-• ' l
•

134Neve, Story and Significance of the Augsburg Confession, p. 112.
13 Srbid., p. 146.
136Neve, The Augsburg Confession, p. 94.
137G. Fritschel, Quellen, p. 146.
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the unity of the church.

It also allowed them to speak more frequently

of open questions.
Theology of Confessions is Progressive
One of the distinguishing marks and implications of Loehe's approach ··.to the confessions was his view of history and the church.

He h

believed that as the church entered into new struggles and controversies,
God led the church into a new and fuller understanding of his Word.

Prom

its inception, the Iowa Synod adopted Loehe's basic view of history as
the realm in which the Holy Spirit works to lead the church into a
greater understanding of the Scriptures.

Thus, Loehe and Iowa were com-

mitted to "the result of history, to historical development. 11138

They ·

did not believe that with the period of the Reformation "the docttinal
development of the church has come tlo an end."

They believed that greater

insight and understanding into the doctrine of the Scriptures "could
perhaps still arise out of doctrinal struggles, which their decisions in
the time of the Reformation did not yet know. 11139 With Loehe, they did
not regard the confessions as setting the boundaries for all doctrine,
only for that on which the confessions rendered decisions.

As for the

rest, they viewed doctrine as developing from the confessions.

Gross-

mann rejects the notion that there can be no further doctrinal development
since the days of the Reformation. 140

For several years this stood in ~

the way of better relations between Iowa and Ohio since Loy disagreed with
138Quoted in Tapper~ Lutheran Confessional Theology, p. 13.
139G. Pritschel, Quellen, p. 146.
l40[G. Grossmann], Denkschrift versasst zur Gedachtnisfeier,
p. 29.
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the concept of doctrinal development.

For him, "the Augsburg Confession

declared in amplified form the faith of the Christian Church as it had
been held by the followers of Christ since the days of His visible sojourn on earth. 11141
This attitude towards theology found some of its clearest expressions in Neve who upheld the belief ·:in doctrinal development since
the Lutheran Confessions.

He asserted that the doctrine of the confes-

sions is entirely Scriptural and for that reason cannot be overthrown.
But in addition to the necessity of making the truth clearer for each age
by means of "elucidation" and "comprehensive definitions," Neve believed
that the church may be "able to add something of importance, something
that the church of Christ has learned since the formulation of the
Confessiona." 142

Such was the case with the Formula of Concord.

The

confessions were accordingly not a "modification" of the ancient creeds,
but a "development and amplification of them."

The church cannot ignore

the historical decisions and doctrinal experience of the church in earlier
ages.

By accepting the confessions, the church accepts those decisions

and experiences of earlier periods.

Since the Reformation it means that

the church accepts "the whole doctrine of Law and Gospel, of sin and repentance and grace through the experience of free forgiveness through
justification by faith, in Luther's own brief experience. 11143
However, future historical circumstances may require.i.the church
1411,oy, The Augsburg Confession, p. 257.
142Neve, The Augsburg Confession, p. 20.
143Neve, Story and Significance of the Augsburg Confession,
p. 120.

257
to form new answers to the questions posed thereby creating the possibility
of doctrinal development.

Scriptural support for this view of his-

As

tory, Neve frequently quotes John 16:13 that the Holy Spirit would guide
the disciples in all ':truth.

"Each of our Confessions," he commented,

"marks a fulfillment of this promise. 11144

They are born out of a great

need within the church.
The Reformation was one such epoch, but it was not the first nor
would it be the last.

The period of the Reformation and that of the

Augsburg Confession are seen as but one stage ·1n the ever unfolding of
Scriptural truth through the church.

Neve points out the various stages

of development within the history of the church by referring to the period
of the Apostles and the Nicene Creed as the period where the chief concern
was upon the doctrines of the Trinity and the Person of Christ.

With the

dawn of the Reformation, the Church had "grown so much that it was now
ready to give expression to doctrines .of an altogether different kind"
from the early creeds, especially the doctrine of justification. I. The
major theological formulations of that age dealt primarily with soteriological concerns, "what must I do to be saved? 11145
In the Augsburg Confession, God led his church "to a new riligious
experience" by which they would be assured of the forgiveness of sins.
The history of the confessions

then demonstrates that through history,

God "steered the ship of the Church through all errors, so that the Church
could arrive, step by step, at a clear understanding of what the Scriptures intended to teach as divine truth. 11146 With each "new creed the
144Neve, The Augsburg Confession, p. 21.
145Ibid., P• 23.

146 Ibid., P• 24.
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Church of Christ has had ..a ..new .experience of truth. 11147

To remain only

with the Apostle's creed would be tantamount to requiring a full grown
man to return to the state of development of a child.

For Neve, the

Formula of Concord represents an illustration of what he considered to
be a legitimate development of "the principles of the Augsburg Confession.11148

Fritschel believed that "the Formula of Concord presents to

us one of the three forms of conclusion of doctrinal development of the
Christian Church since the days of the apostles.

It presents especially

the ripe fruit of the soteriological controversies." As one of those ·
forms, it reacted against the errors of a medieval Augstinianism and the
errors of Calvin who had retained some of the philosophic, speculative
errors of Augustine, which were later modified by Philippism. 149

For

this reasoa, in addition to being faithful scriptural expositions, the
secondary confessions are accorded a quia subscription.
Neve felt that the Formula of Concord itself defined the significance of the confessions for the church when it asserted that they were
witnesses as to how the Holy Scriptures have been understood and explained
in the articles of controversy.

This meant "that the way for further de-

velopment was to be left open."

Re added, "Such development was bound to

come through the added struggle with new problems, with new errors and
by passing through new religous crises."1so·

Loy asserted that the object of the confessors in the sixteenth
147Ibid., p. 32.

148 Ibid., p. 36.

149G. Fritschel, The Formula of Concord, p. 62.
lSONeve, Story and Significance of the Augsburg Confession,
p. 149.
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century was not to set forth a "new and improved doctrine," but to adhere
to the "old confessions" set forth in the early church against the errors
of those days.

At the time of the Reformation.however, the "old faith

had to be set forth in a more extended form, and the doctrines of men which
had been introduced as divine truth unto salvation had to be rejected.nlSl
The Formula of Concord shows how "the deepest theological thinking, when
it is done in humble submission to the truth given in Holy Scripture, accords with the simplest utterance of faith as given in the Satnall Catechism or the Augsburg Confession."

Loy then sets down the relation of

the Lutheran Confessions to other creeds.

The church of the Reformation

"never objected to more explicit statements of what is implied in the
articles of its creed. 11152
Instead of "tendencies," Neve speaks of "viewpoints."

The confes-

sions of the Lutheran church furnish pastors and teachers with "viewpoints
that are in harmony with the leading thoughts of the Holy Scriptures. 11153
In his exposition of the doctrinal articles of the Augsburg Confession,
he takes each article in order and provides pertinent comments.

On

the

subject of the Lord's Supper, he draws the distinction between "viewpoints'!
and false doctrine.

The former can obscure the .ar~icle of justification,

the latter destroys it.

As an example, he cites the Calvinists whose

theology proceeds from the viewpoint of the sovereignty of God.
not do away with the Gospel, but does obscure it.

It does

"A wrong viewpoint can

151Loy, "The Cry Against Creeds," p. 202.
152Loy, The Augsburg Confession the Banner of the Church, p. 169.
l5 3Neve, The Augsburg Confession, p. 28.
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seriously affect the teaching of the Gospel. 11154

In specific doctrinal

issues such as the Lord's Supper and baptism, it is a difference of Yes
or No.
All this does not mean that Lutherans will "refuse to participate in scientific methods of investigation in many things pertaining to
religion and theology."

Neve cautions, however, that the closer one ap-

proaches the "eternal values of religion" the more one must be compelled
to follow Scripture and the testimony of the confessions.
On

the one hand, the scholars of the historical approach sought

to preserve the heritage bequeathed to them by their fathers yet, on the
other hand, they sought to do justice to the discoveries of modern scholarship.

In its theology the church must be both conservativa and pro-

gressive.

Whati:the··chur~);I must :conserve::is the historic decisions in

their thesis and antithesis on doctrine by the ancient and Reformation
church.

Thus, the church maintains the stance of the early church against

Arianism and the "Samosatenes old and new."

The modem day church must

conserve the experience of the Reformation church with regard to "the
whole doctrine of Law and Gospel, of sin .and repentance and grace through
the experience of justification by faith, in Luther's own brief experience.11155 At the same time, the church cannot close its eyes to the new
problems, new scholarship and new experiences which have developed since
the days of the Reformation.

Neve maintained that by reason of "our

1541bid., pp. 93-94.
155Neve, Story and Significance of the Augsburg Confession,
pp. 119, 120.
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experiences since the Reformation we know more than our fathers at Augsburg, but even this our development has been upon the shoulders of our
fathers. ••l 56
Summary
The representatives of the historical approach to the confessions reminded the church that these writings have a distinct historical
character and to be properly understood they must be studied in that
light.

The scholars who emphasized the historical dimension of the con-

fessions performed a tremendous service to the English speaking church
by providing not only many source documents, but illuminating the many
aspects of their history, both political and compositional.

Unfor-

tunately, as they criticized the Missouri Synod for being one-sided in
their interpretation, of ignoring the historical in favor of the dogmatical approach, the representatives of the historical approach apparently fell into the same snare on the opposite side.
the historical d

They stressed

nsion of the confessions to the point where they lost

sight of the doctrinal unity and clarity of not only the confessions,
but of Scripture itself.

Their distinction between essentials and non-

essentials, their emphasis on doctrinal development meant that the
"Confessions were not the final word in all the theological matters. 11157
lS6rbid., p. 152.
157suelflow, p. 228.

CONCLUSION
The attitudes with which Lutheran leaders approached the symbolical writings of the Lutheran church often determined their answer to
questions of Lutheran identity,
scription.

Lutheran unity, and confessional sub-

These attitudes are clearly reflected in the major confes-

sional studies from 1830-1930.

Thus, these writings provide an important

key by which one may obtain a better understnading of how Lutherans approached the task of interpreting and applying the Lutheran Confessions
to the life of the church

in the United States.

These Lutheran confes-

sional studies of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reflect
four dominant and diverging attitudes toward the Lutheran confessions.
They reveal that Lutherans interpreted the confessions ecumenically,
confessionally, doctrinally and historically.

These four confessional

attitudes reflect the tensions and debates between Lutherans in two geographical r.egions, the East in which Lutheranism had established a firm
foothold during the previous century, and the Midwest to which Lutherans
from Germany had recently jmmigrated.
The Historical Issues
By the nineteenth century, Lutherans in the East had become acclimated to the American environment and social structure over the course
of the previous two hundred years.

They were no longer separated from

their Protestant neighbors by language or culture.
262

Some held that now
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nothing stood in the .way of them removing the final barrier to Protestant
unity, that of faith and confession.

This precipitated a debate in which

eastern Lutherans became locked in a contest over whether they should
define Lutheranism according to the catholicity or the particularity of
their confessional writings.
The General Synod sought to emphasize that which Lutherans held
in common with other Protestants.

Their histories, centered on that part

of the Lutheran Reformation which dealt with the efforts to unify the
Protestants.

They focused almost exclusively upon the history of the

Augsburg Confession in order to show that it alone could best serve as a
common basis for the unity of Protestantism.

They regarded the Formula

of Concord as evidence that ·the more a church focuses on particularities
of a creed the more dissensions are created.

They interpreted the theo-

logy of the Augsburg confession as closely .as possible to that of Reformed theology by turning to Melanchthon's later writings.
In practice, Schmucker's "American Lutheranism" advocated a restricted approach to the Lutheran Confessions in ·o rder to broaden the
basis upon which all Protestants could agree.

They limited their sub-

scription to the "fundamentals" of the Augustana and even proposed a
modification of it.

This ecumenical attitude led to the practice of

unionism with non-Lutheran Protestants and a pronounced Reformed, revivalistic emphasis upon an individual's subjective experience.

Unfor-

tunately, the leaders of the General Synod went to such an exteme in
stressing the conmon elements of Protestantism that they were willing
to sacrifice the distinctively historical doctrines of Lutheranism.
The scholars of the General Council recognized this danger and

2M

sought to correct the course.

Hence, in their studies they stress that

while the Lutheran church must confess its common faith with other Protestants, it mu.st also confess its distinctive doctrines.

In this way

Lutherans can be a positive witness to their fellow Protestants.

The

histories produced by the General Council focused on the acceptance of
all the symbolical writings by the church of the sixteenth century in order to demonstrate that Lutherans have historically defined their identity according to all the doctrines of its confessional writings.

In their

interpretations of confessional theology, they focused on those doctrines which separated Lutherans from the Reformed and demonstrated that
historically, the church has considered those doctrines as the essence of
what it means to be Lutheran.
The difficulty they faced was to lead their people away from
unionism to confessionalism.

One of their principle concerns was "how

can we bring about a confessional commitment among Lutheran people?"
They approached it from the standpoint of the confessional principle in
which they stressed the need for faith to express itself in outward confession.

They held that if they could instill within their members an

understanding of and appreciation for the Lutheran doctrine, they would
then realize the necessity to confess the distinctiveness of Lutheranism.
This confessional attitude led them to stress the testimonial and educative purposes of the Confessions in order to create and nurture the common faith of the Confessions.
In the Midwest, Lutheran~ were relatively isolated by their ethnic
and cultural backgrounds, along with their language, from members of
other denominations and for that reason did not grapple with the same
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ecumenical concerns confronting Lutherans in the East.

They were, how-

ever, affected by the theological movements and trends in Germany which
included the rise of historical criticism.

Thus, midwestem Lutherans

were similarly engaged in the question of Lutheran identity, but the contest was over the question, "does one define Lutheranism according to
the criterion of

Scripture or history?"

Missouri accepted all the doctrines of the Confessions because
they were those of Scripture.

For them the confessions were, above all

other considerations, the church's exposition of _:·S cripture.

Thus, C. F.

W. Walther and the Missouri Synod approached the task of interpreting and
applying the Confessions doctrinally.
reflect this doctrinal attitude.

Their histories of the confessions

The Missouri Synod exhibited an avid

interest in the history of the Reformation but assigned to it a subordinate role.

The purpose of studying history was to shed light and bring

a greater clarity of understanding to the doctrines of the Confessions.
Their theology of the confessions reflected this doctrinal approach.
Since the Confessions were explications of the doctrine of the Scriptures
all of its doctrines, either expressed or implied, were considered as an
organic unit.

All of them were regarded as integrally related, as

either leading to or proceeding .fro•, hhe article of justification.
This doctrinal attitude of the Missouri Synod led its leaders to
call for an unequivocal, unconditional subscription to the entire doctrinal content of the Confessions.

Since the doctrine of the Confessions

was that of Scripture, it possessed a derived normative authority for the
teaching of the church.

Since the doctrine of the Confessions was the

church's explanation of Scripture, they functioned as a norm that

...'
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determined the correct interpretation of Scripture.

For these reasons,

in applying the confessions to the life of the church, Missouri stressed

the need for its ministers to teach and preach accordingly and for its
laity to test the doctrine of its minsiters and teachers.
The Iowa Synod, on the other hand, held that Missouri's doctrinal approach rejected all present and future findings and discoveries
as the result of scientific, scholarly research.

Their concern was,

how

can the church preserve the value and significance of the Confessions in
view of the progress of history?

This led Iowa to define Lutheranism ac-

cording to those doctrines which were the decisions of history.

They

maintained that the historical context of the Lutheran Confessions,
the decisions of specific controversies, determined which doctrines de~·_
fined what it meant to be Lutheran.

This allowed them to leave room for

the future interpretation and development of those doctrines which were
not expressly or explicitly confessed in the symbolical writings.
This historical frame of reference led ·~e·· Iowa Synod to seek
Lutheran unity on the basis of what it regarded as the essential or confessionally defined articles of faith.

They argued that unity of doctrine

was an impossible to achieve in ::the present.
consunmation of the church.

It ·belonged to the future

Hence, complete doctrinal unity or complete-

ness remained a goal for which the church strived.

To

a limited extent

it allowed them to regard as "open questions" doctrines that had not been
decided py the church in the course of controversy and to accept the findings and results of modern, scientific .scholanship •.

267
The Theological Issues
Several other confessional issues emerge in these scholarly
studies.

The first involves the relationship of the Confessions to the

Scriptures.

In matters of doctrine, both the General Council and Mis-

souri Synod drew very close to one another as they both stressed the
objective nature and the organic unity of Lutheran theology.

Because

the Confessions were expositions of Scripture, they viewed all of its
doctrines, even those which appear to be minor, as related to the cen~
tral article of justification.

The General Synod and Iowa Synod, however,

appeared to approach the history and theology of the Confessions anthropologically rather than theologically.

As their starting point they

stressed the human and historic aspects of the Confessions.

By empha~

sizing these aspects they could argue that the Confessions could err.
They could also be in need of further improvement and development.

This

led them to relativize the Confessions and limit the extent to which
Lutherans bound themselves to the fundamentals or essentials of the
Lutheran Confessions.
Another issue concerns the relationship of the Confessions to
the church.

One difference between the eastern and mid-westem Luther-

ans was a tension between the personal and corporate nature of the Lu-

theran Confessions.

Lutherans in the east stressed the importance of

the rights of each individual in matters of conscience.

This led them

to emphasize the testimonial and educative purpose of the confessions
and to denigrate their normative and disciplinary functions.

In the

Midwest, Lutherans stressed the collective rights of individuals within
the church to receive from the ministers of the church, only that which
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is Lutheran.

Nevertheless, both emphasized the need for the practice of

congregations and ministers to be in harmony with the official declarations of the church.
Each of the attitudes towa~d the Lutheran Confessions adopted
by Lutherans in America between 1830 and 1930 emphasizes an1 important
aspect and dimension in the definition of what it means to be a Lutheran.
The General Synod reminded Lutherans of the catholic character of their
Confessions.

The General Council reminded Lutherans of the distinctively

Lutheran elements of their faith.

The Missouri synod reminded Luther-

ans of the Scriptural basis of the Confessions.

And the Iowa Synod re-

minded Lutherans of the historical nature of their faith.

Each of these

attitudes became manifest in the life and practice of the church.

They

affected the way in which Lutherans searched for Lutheran unity, the way
in which they employed the confessions within the church, the way in
which they carried out the task of formulating their confessional theology for the needs of their day and the way in which they viewed the mission of the church.

A proper approach to the Confessions would seem to

take into account each one of these aspects without belittling the
others.
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